East Tennessee State University

Digital Commons @ East Tennessee
State University
Electronic Theses and Dissertations

Student Works

8-2022

The Role of Middle and High School Principals During the
COVID-19 Pandemic: A Phenomenological Study
Dustin Ford
East Tennessee State University

Follow this and additional works at: https://dc.etsu.edu/etd
Part of the Educational Leadership Commons

Recommended Citation
Ford, Dustin, "The Role of Middle and High School Principals During the COVID-19 Pandemic: A
Phenomenological Study" (2022). Electronic Theses and Dissertations. Paper 4117. https://dc.etsu.edu/
etd/4117

This Dissertation - unrestricted is brought to you for free and open access by the Student Works at Digital
Commons @ East Tennessee State University. It has been accepted for inclusion in Electronic Theses and
Dissertations by an authorized administrator of Digital Commons @ East Tennessee State University. For more
information, please contact digilib@etsu.edu.

The Role of Middle and High School Principals During the COVID-19 Pandemic:
A Phenomenological Study
________________________
A dissertation
presented to
the faculty of the Department of Department Name
East Tennessee State University

In partial fulfillment
of the requirements for the degree
Doctor of Education in Educational Leadership
______________________

by
Dustin Chase Ford
August 2022
_____________________

Dr. Ginger Christian, Chair
Dr. Virginia Foley
Dr. Pamela Scott

Keywords: adaptive leadership, COVID-19, digital leading and learning, principal role and
responsibilities

ABSTRACT
The Role of Middle and High School Principals During the COVID-19 Pandemic:
A Phenomenological Study
by
Dustin Chase Ford

The purpose of this qualitative study was to examine middle and high school principal roles prior
to and during the COVID-19 pandemic to gain a better understanding about how leadership
responsibilities adapted or changed. Data collection strategies included one-on-one interviews
with nine middle and high school principals in East Tennessee. To qualify for the study
participants had to have experience in the principalship prior to the pandemic. The analysis of
data was based on the theoretical frameworks of adaptive leadership (Heifetz et al., 2009) and
change theory (Fullan, 2020). The results revealed five key themes that were consistent during
the interviews both prior to and during the pandemic: (a) instructional leadership, (b) school
culture and climate, (c) school management, (d) community partnerships, and (e) relationships.
The following four emergent themes were specific to adaptive changes principals identified
while leading during the pandemic: (a) social-emotional awareness, (b) digital teaching and
learning, (c) communication, and (d) whole child.
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Chapter 1. Introduction
On March 3, 2020, the World Health Organization’s (WHO) Director-General, Tedros
Adhanon Ghebreyesus, issued a statement to the media that heightened awareness of a new virus
known as COVID-19 that had emerged in China (WHO, 2020). He noted the seriousness of the
virus by saying, “Globally, about 3.4% of reported COVID-19 cases have died. By comparison,
the seasonal flu kills far fewer than 1% of those infected” (para. 23). Furthermore, the WHO
Director-General insisted that government authorities needed to assist with the containment of
the spread. Ghebreyesus summarized the WHO’s suggestions and advised the public that all
measures should be considered to contain the spread of the virus.
Society was uncertain about how serious the virus was becoming or how it was going to
affect their lives. Within a month, stores and schools were closing, hospitals were becoming
overwhelmed, and the global economy started to slow. Responses varied by location, but the
primary concern was virus mitigation. Schools adapted to the abrupt changes brought on by the
COVID-19 pandemic (Superville, 2021). Principals, teachers, families, and students navigated
ever-changing information and mandates that required principals to transition into crisis
leadership. Government leaders at all levels addressed pandemic circumstances and balanced the
mitigation efforts with social and economic demands (Allain-Dupré, 2020). Businesses,
government buildings, and schools were among the many locations that closed by government
mandate or by suggested mitigation efforts promoted by the Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention (CDC) to protect customers and staff.
When the World Health Organization (WHO) declared COVID-19 a global pandemic,
schools became a focal point of discussion (Wadhwani et al., 2021; WHO, 2021). District and
school leaders adjusted pedagogy, school management, and meal distribution and met diverse
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learning needs with often vague or shifting guidance from state or local officials (DeMatthews et
al., 2021). In March 2020, the CDC (2020a) recommended that schools close immediately to
mitigate the spread of the virus. Schools then adjusted their operations and continued instruction
to children through any means or methods available. Many schools conducted school virtually
which revealed major inadequacies in internet and technology access to both schools and
families. The additional stress and isolation created by COVID-19 led to mental health concerns
for students, school personnel, and principals (DeMatthews et al., 2021; Diliberti et al., 2021;
Huck & Zhang, 2021).
Principals were the face of school-level responses to the pandemic. Anderson et al. (2020)
highlighted the need to create new environments that included instructional leadership, personnel
management, community liaisons, and food distribution as well as other responsibilities. Leaders
adapted to transition successfully from each phase of the pandemic. Principals are responsible for
maintaining a safe learning environment as a responsibility in their role in crisis management.
Previous national and local crises provided insight and experience to school leaders as to what
kinds of effective strategies can minimize negative consequences. Adaptive leadership, crisis
leadership, and emotional intelligence are valuable characteristics for principals in
unprecedented times such as the circumstances caused by the pandemic (Dake, 2021; Greenleaf,
1977). However, principals need more training in these areas to navigate through crises
effectively (Metcalfe & Perez, 2020).
Statement of the Problem
The COVID-19 pandemic disrupted the traditional educational process. Digital learning,
which required efficacy in technology, effective digital pedagogy, and adaptive professional
practices, replaced in-person learning. Principals were often stranded without clear guidance or
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adequate administrative or community support (Wadhwani et al., 2021). There is a limited body
of research that has examined the role of the principal prior to and during the pandemic.
Principals who had experienced the school leadership role for at least three years prior to the
2019-2020 school year and through the 2021-2022 school year have unique experience with the
traditional in-person method of school and the new learning environment brought about by the
restrictions and updates of COVID-19. This research is time-sensitive so that participants can
easily recall valuable information from their first-hand experience of leading schools through an
unprecedented crisis. There is a gap in knowledge that determined what changes occurred in the
principalship because of COVID-19. Although principals at all grade levels experienced the
COVID-19 pandemic and the accompanying hardships, this study focused on the role of middle
and high school principals prior to and during the pandemic. The purpose of this qualitative
study was to examine middle and high school principal roles prior to and during the COVID-19
pandemic to gain a better understanding of how leadership responsibilities adapted and changed.
Significance of the Study
The phenomenological study invited principals to explain openly their lived experiences
prior to and during the pandemic. This study provides current and future principals with real data
to help guide decisions in crisis leadership or any abrupt changes to the typical educational
process. This research adds to the existing body of knowledge involving crisis leadership in the
COVID-19 pandemic. Community stakeholders may use the results from this study to inform
decisions about how community influences and resources can assist with schools’ needs in
difficult educational environments such as prolonged digital learning. Policymakers can use the
study as feedback to determine the feasibility or practicality of educational decisions regarding
closures or crises and particularly understand the implications for principals. This results from
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this study can provide insight to educational leadership programs on how to support future
administrators more effectively.
Statement of Purpose
The purpose of this qualitative study was to examine middle and high school principal
roles prior to and during the COVID-19 pandemic to understand more fully how leadership
responsibilities adapted and changed. School leaders navigated unprecedented circumstances in
education and provided valuable insight as to what experiences during the pandemic helped
shape or define their professional role. The study investigated changes to the middle and high
school principal’s role as influenced by the COVID-19 pandemic. Specifically, principals were
interviewed who had served in their professional role for at least three years prior to the onset of
the COVID-19 pandemic (March 20, 2020) when Tennessee Governor Bill Lee urged schools to
close their buildings and transition to alternative learning environments through the spring of
school year 2022. Semi-structured, open-ended interviews allowed principals to share their
experiences.
Theoretical Framework
The researcher sought to understand principal roles prior to and during the COVID-19
pandemic and resulting subsequent changes to those roles. This research is aligned with two
frameworks: Fullan’s (2020) change theory and Heifetz et al.’s (2009) adaptive leadership. These
frameworks identified adaptive characteristics that principals displayed prior to and during the
COVID-19 pandemic which allowed the researcher to observe the holistic changes principals’
roles. The frameworks organized the adaptive characteristics and changes to the principal role to
understand the transition of the principal role because of the COVID-19 pandemic.
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Research Questions
One focus question with seven sub-questions guided the study. The questions prompted
participants to tell stories about their professional role and responsibilities and aided with
ascertaining leadership practices and adaptations prior to and during the COVID-19 pandemic.
This study was developed to examine the stories of principals and evaluate any changes to their
role or responsibilities.
Essential Research Question
1.

What was the role of the middle and high school principal prior to and during
COVID-19?

Supporting Sub-Questions
1.

What were the responsibilities of the principal prior to March 2020?

2.

What factors influenced the responsibilities of the principal prior to March 2020?

3.

What were the responsibilities of the principal during the COVID-19 pandemic
(starting on March 20, 2020) when the governor ordered schools to transition to
alternative learning methods?

4.

What factors influenced the responsibilities of the principal starting in March
2020 when the governor ordered schools to transition to alternative learning
methods?

5.

What factors may influence the responsibilities of the principal after the
pandemic?

6.

What adaptive changes occurred to the principal role because of the pandemic?

7.

What changes occurred to the principal role as a result of leading through a global
crisis?
15

Definitions of Terms
Several terms were used throughout the study. This section provides definitions of those
terms:
Academic accountability: a system in which school districts, charters, and schools are rated
based on performance factors such as student achievement, school progress, and schools
closing gaps in various student groups (TEA, 2022).
Adaptive leadership: the practice of leaders mobilizing people to tackle tough or unprecedented
challenges (Heifetz et al., 2009).
COVID-19 pandemic: the global spreading of the disease SARS-CoV-2 (coronavirus disease of
2019) declared by the World Health Organization in March 2020 (CDC, 2021c). For
purposes of the study, “before the (COVID-19) pandemic” is before March 13, 2020,
when the governor of Tennessee issued guidance for school closure decisions. “During
the (COVID-19) pandemic” is March 13, 2020, through the end of the school year 202122 (see Appendix B).
Digital learning: the use of electronic technologies for learning and teaching during COVID-19
school closures; during COVID-19 (Racheva, 2017).
Professional development: the process in which leaders support teachers, students, and selflearning by establishing an effective system of learning (Hirsch et al., 2018).
Stakeholders: anyone that either impacts or is impacted, directly or indirectly, by the education
system (McMahon, 2011).
Technological efficacy: the perception of the ability to use technology-related resources for
educational purposes (Pan, 2020).
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Two-way communication: the establishment of a dialogue between parties in which both receive
and provide information for transparency or actionable collaboration toward a common
goal (Fullan, 2008).
Whole-child: the connections between children’s social, emotional, cognitive, and academic
development, as well as their physical and mental health (Learning Policy Institute, n.d.).
Limitations and Delimitations
Limitations
The phenomenological study design was selected as appropriate for interviewing middle
and high school principals to gain understanding of how their role and responsibilities changed
or adapted over the course of the COVID-19 pandemic. The responsibility of principals varies in
each school and district; therefore, the participants do not necessarily reflect the experiences or
changes of other principals across the country. COVID-19 is still present and affecting schools
both directly and indirectly, and several years might elapse before the effects on the principal’s
responsibilities are realized. It will take time to see the long-term effects of the pandemic on
education in general as well as changes to the principal’s responsibilities.
Participant selection was limited to nine principals in East Tennessee who served in the
principal role at least three years prior to the pandemic and through the school year of 2021-22.
East Tennessee has limited demographic diversity; therefore, the experiences of these principals
are not necessarily reflective of the general experiences of other principals with more diverse
student populations. Although the participants’ privacy was protected, their professional
demeanor could affect their comfort level in revealing details of private opinions about the
decisions of their superiors. The pandemic’s political environment could also influence
participants’ responses as many decisions that affected education were legislated.
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Delimitations
This study was delimited to 12 (nine subsequently participated) middle and high school
principals in school districts in East Tennessee who had served as principal during the school
years 2019-2020 and 2021-2022 to ensure that each participant had experience in their
professional role before and during the pandemic in order to assess any changes to their
responsibilities accurately.
Chapter Summary
As COVID-19 developed into an unprecedented global health crisis, federal, state, and
local leaders adapted to new and ever-changing circumstances. No part of the typical day was
spared by the virus and the effects seemed to affect everyone and every activity both directly and
indirectly. Adjustments to schools were difficult to navigate as they presented a different
combination of challenges. Mitigation strategies advised by the CDC (2020b) made social
distancing and sanitation practices in schools nearly impossible and it forced many state
governments to close school buildings immediately after COVID-19 was declared a pandemic by
WHO (Center on Reinventing Public Education, n.d.; WHO, 2020). School systems continued to
educate students through digital learning strategies, and principals, as the building-level school
leaders, oversaw the educational transitions.
The responsibilities of the principal prior to the circumstances of the COVID-19
pandemic were expansive and stressful (Diliberti et al., 2021). As the new educational
environment adapted to new developments or progression and mutation of the virus, principals
had to adjust accordingly. This study provides an opportunity for principals who experienced this
unprecedented crisis to share their perspectives of how their roles shifted because of the
difficulties inherent to a pandemic. Researchers who have studied the effects of the pandemic on
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principals have indicated that many principals have become overwhelmed and over-stressed by
the expectations placed on them by various stakeholders (DeMatthews et al., 2021; Diliberti et
al., 2021; Superville, 2021). The results of this study provide school districts and higher
education communities with data to make informed decisions regarding professional
development opportunities and crisis management training for current and aspiring principals.
The study is based on interviews with nine middle and high school principals in rural
eastern Tennessee schools who were in their professional role during the school years 2019-2020
and school year 2021-2022. The semi-structured interviews consisted of one focus question with
five sub-questions. The in-person or virtual interviews lasted from 60 to 90 minutes, and ethical
considerations were prioritized during the research. This research examined the effects of
COVID-19 on middle and high school principals’ roles and responsibilities; other stakeholders
such as teachers and students were not directly observed in the research nor were elementary
school principals. The sample of participants is intended to be reflective. It is also important to
note that each school and school district has a different community makeup and stakeholder
influence. The interview questions are designed to assess the perspective or relative professional
experiences of the participants. Chapter 2 provides a review of the literature.
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Chapter 2. Literature Review
Overview
The school principal’s role encompasses many formal and informal leadership
responsibilities. Principals lead curricular improvements for school-level academic achievement,
participate in community leadership, facilitate and promote staff development, and ensure the
safety and well-being of everyone in their school (Beauchamp et al., 2021; Heider, 2021;
Sergiovanni, 2007). The pandemic that began in March 2020 brought unprecedented changes
that forced principals of schools to assume new responsibilities for their staff, students, families,
and communities; however, they faced challenges that often took a personal toll on the principal
themselves (Stone-Johnson & Weiner, 2020). Principals experienced a unique challenge in
managing their responsibilities and how they adapted to the new demands of the school
environment (Glanz, 2021; Heifetz et al., 2009).
According to the United Nations International Children’s Emergency Fund (UNICEF)
(2021), during the period between March 11, 2020, and February 2, 2021, many schools around
the world were fully closed for an average of 95 instructional days because of the Coronavirus
Disease of 2019 (COVID-19). This equates to a loss of almost half of the allotted instructional
days for students. Meanwhile, educators improvised, to the best of their ability, so they could
provide opportunities for their students while schools were closed (Heider, 2021). Stakeholders
turned to principals to lead schools through the changes in the educational and community
environments while having to adjust their priorities for the general well-being of their students
and balancing academic accountability and opportunity (McLeod & Dulsky, 2021).
The primary focus of principals quickly shifted away from academic achievement to
ensuring the well-being of their students while they were not present in the classroom (Kaul et
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al., 2020; Nelson & Sharp, 2020). Principals adapted to the new demands of the educational
environment – most successfully implemented through empathetic and adaptive leadership
(Reyes-Guerra et al., 2021). Previous crises such as Hurricane Katrina in 2005 and the Influenza
Pandemic of 1918 presented similar challenges that forced school leaders to reconsider their
priorities to promote the best interests of students (Ager, 2020; Kirylo, 2005). Doscher and
Normore (2008) explained that education is a moral task – especially for educational leaders.
The responsibilities that fell upon principals because of the COVID-19 pandemic forced them to
reprioritize or reexamine the purpose of their role (Anderson et al., 2020).
The broadened role did not come without personal cost to the principals who were
navigating the pandemic response. Ujifusa (2021) determined that principals often became an
easy target of discontent from their constituents and others due to the mandates and procedures
implemented by local, state, and federal agencies. Principals facilitated and enforced policies and
procedures whether the policies and practices were from the district, state, or national levels
(Hoy & Tarter, 2008). Prior to the pandemic, principals and teachers reported frequent elevated
levels of stress associated with their professional responsibilities. The expansion of duties and
the shift of professional practices made the workload and accompanying stress levels more
difficult (Johnson, 2020).
The pandemic created uncertainty in education and resulted in improvised reactions from
school districts (Reimers, 2021). Communication with teachers, families, students, and
community stakeholders became a vital element of school leadership during the constant shifts
and adaptations of the pandemic response (Kaul et al., 2020; Pepper et al., 2010). Principals
clearly and frequently communicated with teachers, students, and families to provide updates on
the situation and report any changes that could be expected moving forward. This also required
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clear two-way communication with district-level administration to relay information accurately
and clearly and to seek resources or information as necessary (Huck & Zhang, 2021; Olley,
2020).
Teachers served as the frontline implementors of school adaptations to closures by
assisting principals with completing welfare checks and teaching to the best of their ability by
creatively utilizing the resources available (Aguayo Chan et al., 2020). Principals inquired about
the social and emotional well-being of their students and their staff due to the taxing nature of
the school closures and decreased socialization (American Psychological Association, 2020b;
Heider, 2021). Principals overwhelmingly prioritized the wellness of the people under their
charge before proceeding to academic work (Kaul et al., 2020; Superville, 2021).
Principals suffered from high levels of stress because of managing the adjustments
caused by the pandemic due to the lack of training and resources provided by districts or
preparation programs (Mutch, 2020). The lack of technology and crisis-management training
presented some of the most difficult challenges for principals in 2020. Several research studies
identified the need for the professional development of teachers in virtual learning and
technological efficacy (Huck & Zhang, 2021; Kaufman & Diliberti, 2021; Khoshaba, 2021).
Although technological advancements have given teachers and principals new tools to diversify
their instruction, there is a need to train teachers and students to use technology as a resource
effectively (Tinubu Ali & Herrera, 2020). Distance learning because of the COVID-19 pandemic
also exposed profound discrepancies between diverse groups of students. Students from
underrepresented groups and low socioeconomic families were more likely to have damaging
consequences of learning loss and social conditions due to school closures. Principals attempted
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to ensure vulnerable populations received heightened academic and wellness priority during the
crisis (Kaufman & Diliberti, 2021; Montes & Castro, 2020; Tinubu Ali & Herrera, 2020).
The COVID-19 pandemic prompted principals to be empathetic to ensure the well-being
of the school community’s students, staff, and families. Empathetic leadership, central to
successful navigation of the COVID-19 pandemic, is the attribute of a person that has rank or
authority over others and can see the world from the perspective of another person – specifically
their followers. Leaders who are empathetic make followers feel appreciated and cared for as
individuals (Greenleaf, 1977). Principals prioritized academics less and focused more on keeping
students safe and well (Kaul et al., 2020; Superville, 2021). Tinubu Ali and Herrera (2020)
looked at the necessity of technology in the modern classroom and how pedagogy has changed to
maintain academic growth amid school closures. They determined that access inequities and
technology efficacy for both students and teachers were of primary concern for the future of
virtual learning and pedagogy.
Theoretical Framework
Fullan (2020) stated that effective change is dependent on moral purpose, understanding
what the concept of change is and is not, relationship building, creating and sharing knowledge,
and creating an environment of understanding. Change and adaptive leadership theories serve as
the theoretical frameworks for this research to illustrate the challenges of principals adapting to
the demands of the COVID-19 pandemic. Fullan’s Framework for Leadership is shown in Figure
1 and identifies five aspects of leadership useful in circumstances of change such as the
pandemic-induced educational environment. Families, teachers, students, and principals were in
a continuous state of communication through the situational changes of the pandemic; for better
or worse, schools had no choice but to adapt to the new circumstances. However, educational
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change is effective only when a functional relationship exists between stakeholders and
policymakers (Barber, 2009). Positive functional relationships are essential in changing
environments to maintain satisfactory progress toward organizational goals.
Figure 1
Fullan’s Framework for Leadership (Fullan, 2020, p. 9)

Diverse opinions and approaches hold the status quo of the educational system
accountable and successful relationships prioritize effective change (Fullan, 2020). The
unpredictable nature of the pandemic caused widespread anxiety as it unfolded. Change is
commonly resisted, but Heifetz (1994) explained that a crisis causes people to look to leaders
who can provide answers in an uncertain environment. Part of the adjustment process is what
Fullan (2020) referred to as the implementation dip. The implementation dip is when
24

performance and confidence drop as everyone adapts to the new skills and expectations of the
occurring changes.
Relationships are fundamental to the implementation of changes as those who are directly
affected by the change can either be a barrier to or assist with achieving the goal. Educational
leaders must achieve relative consensus in change initiatives upon attaining the common good
(Northouse, 2021); however, the perception of the common good was elusive amid the pandemic
(Kaul et al., 2020). Educational leaders must change rapidly to focus on the well-being of
students. Moral purpose and sustained performance are mutually dependent in a culture of
change (Fullan, 2020). Change is a process implemented by individuals focused on learning and
promoting the opportunity to improve (Hall & Hord, 2015). Hargreaves (2009) explained that
change is a process based on an inspiring vision of public and student partnership with schools
that depends on investment toward better opportunities.
Schools have historically adapted to shifting environments and political initiatives;
however, the COVID-19 pandemic was a rare circumstance that affected schools around the
globe (UNICEF, 2021). The scale and limited time frame shifted the school process at an
accelerated rate to mitigate the spread of the virus and to protect students and staff. The
circumstances that schools encountered during the initial months of the COVID-19 pandemic
pressured all levels of government to adopt unprecedented mitigation efforts.
National, state, and local government responses to the pandemic varied, but closing
schools to mitigate virus spread was typical (UNICEF, 2021). The U.S. federal government
passed several pieces of legislation to assist with the anticipated financial burden of closing
schools and businesses; these included the Coronavirus Aid, Relief, and Economic Security
(CARES) Act on March 27, 2020, and the American Rescue Plan (ARP) on March 11, 2021.
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Funds totaled over $1.5 trillion toward combating the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic;
approximately $180 billion was directed toward the safe reopening of K-12 schools and included
$1.25 billion for afterschool programs, $1.25 billion for summer enrichment, $3 billion for
education technology, and $800 million for services for homeless students (National Association
of Counties, 2021; National Conference of State Legislatures, 2022; National Education
Association, 2022).
States across the country varied significantly in their responses to the COVID-19
pandemic. Delaware determined they would make decisions regarding opening or closing
schools based on case levels or positivity rates at local or state levels (Center on Reinventing
Public Education, n.d.). Illinois connected schools with the state’s economic phases of
reopening. Washington left local districts to determine the best method. Arkansas required
schools to have some amount of in-person instruction unless a waiver was granted based on
infection rates.
Tennessee maintained that its priority was keeping children in-person for school for as
long as was feasible and the risk of viral spread was manageable (Tennessee Governor’s Office,
2020). The governor signed Executive Order No. 14 (March 12, 2020) acknowledging COVID19 as a pandemic and established the Coronavirus Task Force whose charge was to coordinate
efforts to prepare for the virus. The governor issued guidance for local school boards’ decisions
to close schools in response to the virus the following day (Tennessee Governor’s Office, 2021).
Within a week, school buildings closed across Tennessee after the governor urged all schools to
close and to continue alternative learning options as much as possible. Schools began to
transition their roles and responsibilities per their capabilities in an unprecedented situation
(Anderson et al., 2020).
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Principals and teachers alike were in ever-changing situations as they attempted to
maintain instruction and monitor the well-being of their students as the pandemic unfolded.
Educators acquired experience from the pandemic-induced environment and applied it to their
professional toolboxes for future use. Expanded technology and internet access provided some
communities and families with educational resources they had not had before the pandemic
(Zhao, 2021). The educational environment changed significantly after the COVID-19 pandemic
altered the functions of schools. Change leadership requires a complex understanding of
managing relationships, establishing a moral purpose, and understanding the process of change
(Fullan, 2020). Educational leaders needed to be adaptable to navigate the challenging
circumstances they encountered beginning in March 2020 (Heifetz et al., 2009).
Adaptive leadership served as the second theoretical framework for this study because of
the emphasis on effectively adapting to challenging circumstances or situations as those
experienced during the pandemic (Heifetz, 1994; Heifetz et al., 2009; Northouse, 2021).
Adaptive leadership is a process that prepares followers to navigate unforeseen challenges
successfully. It calls for leaders to assess their organization’s standing within a circumstance to
adjust appropriately and continue a process of assessment and adjustment. Heifetz et al. (2009)
illustrated that adaptive leadership is conducted through observation, interpretation, and
intervention. School leaders issued guidance through unexpected events and adapted to the
unique circumstances of each school and district. The adaptations made by schools required
principals to re-evaluate everything including the simplest parts of day-to-day operations to meet
the needs of their students. Efficient adaptability through unprecedented times became
paramount for principals (Superville, 2021).
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Heifetz et al. (2009) expanded on two previously identified types of situational situations:
technical and adaptive as shown in Figure 2. Technical cases have clear-cut solutions to
problems while adaptive positions require creativity as the issue evolves. Unprecedented
conditions implore the leadership to walk “a razor’s edge” as social disequilibrium affects
objective decision-making to solve the problem at hand (Heifetz, 1994, p. 28). Adaptive
leadership attempts to solve the problem of the perception of leaders as the presumed savior of
the challenge and shifts the role of the leader as one who helps people prepare for challenges
(Northouse, 2021).
Figure 2
Distinguishing Technical Problems and Adaptive Challenges (p. 20)

Heifetz et al. (2009) further defined the adaptive leadership theory as “the practice of
mobilizing people to tackle tough challenges and thrive” (p.14). According to Heifetz et al.
leaders of organizations that effectively adapt to a wide range of predictable and unpredictable
challenges follow these steps (p. 126-131):
•

Assess the situation from an outside or objective perspective
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•

Establish the difficulty and potential of the problem

•

Determine your role in the problem

•

Frame the solution to enable members to understand the plan

•

Be persistent and patient

•

Analyze the natural formation of member-groups

•

Maintain organizational focus on the work

The steps in Figure 2 provide guidance for managing unprecedented situations that rely on timely
responses and sound decision-making (Heifetz et al., 2009). Central to creating an environment
of cooperation and sustained effort is through gaining allies by strengthening relationships with
stakeholders in the challenge(s), scoring early wins to exemplify positivity in the decisions, and
selling small pieces of intervention ideas to verify the effectiveness in a low-risk circumstance.
The responsibilities of leadership, according to Heifetz (1994), means engaging people to make
progress on the adaptive problems they face without necessarily involving the ranks of formal
leadership.
Adaptive leadership and crisis leadership have correlative aspects in how they both
demand multi-perspective awareness, provisions of self-reliance for followers, efficient and
reliable communication, and flexibility (Heifetz, 1994; Northouse, 2021; Reyes-Guerra et al.,
2021). The COVID-19 pandemic is a crisis that pressured federal and state leaders into declaring
states of emergency and adapting to sudden disruptions that initiated crisis-types of response
(Tennessee Office of the Governor, n.d.). Principals found ways to adapt during the COVID-19
pandemic by prioritizing the basic needs (such as food) of students and the community’s families
and then focus on education (Kaul et al., 2020).
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COVID-19
Coronaviruses are a large family of viruses that usually cause mild to moderate upperrespiratory tract illnesses in humans (National Institutes of Health, 2021). However, some
coronaviruses have become more serious and fatal as has as SARS-CoV-2 – also known as
COVID-19. The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) (2021) identified COVID-19
as a respiratory disease caused by SARS-CoV-2, a new coronavirus that was discovered in 2019.
The virus usually presented as an upper-respiratory illness that was very contagious and spread
from person to person through respiratory droplets produced by an infected person. The highly
contagious nature of the virus along with the elevated risk of severe illness for a sizeable
proportion of the population pressured governments and medical systems to make drastic and
urgent mitigation decisions (E. Freed et al., 2020).
The novel virus was identified shortly after a doctor and 13 nurses in Wuhan, China,
became infected (WHO, 2021). On January 3, 2020, the Chinese province of Wuhan was placed
under quarantine due to the newly-discovered highly-contagious human-to-human transmission.
Two days later, the WHO issued the first Disease Outbreak News report that conveyed
information about the number of cases and their clinical status. Team leaders of the WHO-China
Joint mission held a press conference to report the seriousness of the virus and to inform the
global community that China nor the rest of the world was ready in mindset or materials to
contain COVID-19. The WHO had issued warnings that COVID-19 could become a global
pandemic, and on March 11, 2020, they declared the COVID-19 as such. There were 514
confirmed cases of COVID-19 in the United States at the time of the March 11 pandemic
announcement by the WHO. The virus rapidly spread across the globe and quickly across the
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United States; as of January 10, 2022, the highest number of daily confirmed cases in the United
States became 1,335,568 (WHO, 2021).
The United States government quickly established the Elementary and Secondary
Schools Emergency Relief (ESSER) fund which, on March 27, 2020, moved $13.5 billion from
the Coronavirus Aid, Relief, and Economic Security Act (CARES) (National Conference of State
Legislatures, 2022) to local educational agencies. This fund provided states with supplementary
money proportional to their share of Title 1-A funding. On December 27, 2020, the U.S.
Congress passed the Coronavirus Response and Relief Supplemental Appropriations Act
(CRRSA) which provided an additional $54.3 billion in ESSER funding (known as the ESSER II
fund). On March 11, 2021, the American Rescue Plan Act (ARP) was passed and provided
another $122.7 billion in ESSER funding (the ESSER III fund). These funding supplements were
distributed to individual states to address learning loss, sanitation, and structural improvements.
The states receiving the funding were required to send implementation plans to the U.S.
Department of Education explaining their intended uses for the funding. The ARP funding
requirements included a 20% earmark that was designated for addressing learning loss; projects
could include, but were not limited to, summer learning, interventional programs, or
supplemental learning opportunities (National Conference of State Legislatures, 2022).
Tennessee Governor Bill Lee declared a state of emergency on March 12, 2020, in
response to the WHO’s declaration of the COVID-19 pandemic (TN. Exec. Order No. 14, 2020).
This executive order allowed the state government to adapt to the circumstances of the pandemic
more flexibly in the functions of the state. The Governor issued supplementary guidance on
March 13, 2020, that discouraged mass gatherings and urged schools to exercise discretion when
canceling school. Four days later, on March 16, the Governor urged all school districts in
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Tennessee to close (Tennessee Office of the Governor, 2020). School closures led to a variety of
new and unexpected challenges for principals and teachers (Champa et al., 2020). They
commonly adjusted instructional methods by showing leniency and flexibility and prioritizing
the well-being of their students over academics (Reyes-Guerra et al., 2021). Flexibility was
necessary to maintain some semblance of education in the unexpected virtual school
environment – especially for districts with shortages of technology resources (Anderson et al.,
2020; Reich, 2021). Unfortunately, some school systems with larger underrepresented or
students living in poverty were unprepared for the school closures (McLeod & Dulsky, 2021).
The Tennessee Senate passed SB1974 (2020) establishing the Tennessee Commission on
Education Recovery and Innovation to examine the effects of COVID-19 and report their
findings to the General Assembly. The commission primarily examined learning loss, wellbeing, post-secondary and career preparedness, and technology gaps. In their preliminary report,
the commission recommended that to minimize learning loss, remediation interventions must be
associated with specific measures of success. They also recommended interventions to
counteract increased stress and strategically address the gaps in technology availability and
access to high-speed internet. In the second report to the General Assembly the commission
identified nine priorities for the legislature to consider regarding future education decisions (p.
4):
•

Ensure students master literacy and numeracy skills

•

Address learning remediation and acceleration needs

•

Strengthen, retain, expand, and diversify the state’s education professionals

•

Equip schools and districts to address students’ well-being

•

Optimize capacity for flexible, high-quality school options
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•

Redesign high school to ensure students have access to flexible pathways to
college and career

•

Streamline post-secondary systems to facilitate lifelong learning

•

Strengthen alignment across the K-12, post-secondary, and workforce systems

•

Incentivize locally led innovation

States such as Tennessee actively began examining options for education and quickly
realized the potential short- and long-term challenges (Superville, 2021). The traditional school
model was ineffective and unable to address the challenges presented by COVID-19 (Anderson
et al., 2020). Distance learning was the only way to maintain an educational process while school
buildings were closed, but there were many students and schools unable to access high-speed
internet or access technology to continue learning with their classes (McLeod & Dulsky, 2021;
NCES, 2021)
The United Nations International Children’s Emergency Fund (UNICEF) (2022) showed
that, on average, 89% of American school-aged children had internet access at home but only
69% of students in the poorest quintile had internet access at home in 2013. Similarly, the
National Center for Education Statistics (NCES, 2021) indicated that in 2019 only 10% of
students in the United States did not have internet access via computer at the time of closure.
These statistics can be misleading as they also showed that 6% of school-aged children in the
United States relied on a smartphone for internet access at home. The limited functionality of
smartphones compared to computers or tablets created unequal opportunities for students from
lower-income households (Kaufman & Diliberti, 2021; Montes & Castro, 2020). Kaufman and
Diliberti said that students in the United States navigated virtual learning environments
unequally because of the differences of internet or technological access among families that
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relied on their smartphone for internet access in the highest income quarter (1%) versus the
lowest income quarter (14%).
Beginning in February 2020, UNESCO (2022) estimated that through February 2022
over 43.5 million students (about twice the population of New York) worldwide were directly
affected by COVID-19 because of forced school closures. Education decisions regarding the
pandemic response around the world varied. Greece, which was one of the first countries in the
world to do so, mandated some school closures or partial closures to mitigate the spread of
COVID-19 in the harder-hit areas of the country (Argyropoulou et al., 2021; UNICEF, 2022).
However, the schools in the United States were only partially closed due many districts having
the ability to implement virtual learning (UNICEF, 2021).
On March 16, 2020, Tennessee Governor Lee recommended that schools close as soon
as possible to avoid spreading the virus within schools (Ballotpedia, 2021; TN. Exec. Order No.
14, 2020). Schools and families alike had to make changes in their day-to-day affairs. The 1918
Flu Pandemic was the last comparable health crisis that closed schools to stop the school-based
transmission of a virus. The decision to close schools was controversial then as was closing
schools at the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic. Ager et al. (2020) indicated that the flu
pandemic of 1918 resulted in negative short-term learning loss but no significant evidence of
long-term learning loss. The differences in pedagogy, technology, and amount of time schools
were closed meant that the comparison between the phenomena, specifically the short and longterm educational effects on children, requires caution and relative considerations.
On March 25, 2020, the Tennessee Department of Education announced that the
statewide school building closure recommendation was extended through April 24, 2022, and by
April 15 had been extended through the rest of the academic year (Ballotpedia, 2021). The
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monthly decision left many families and educational systems in limbo. Wadhwani et al. (2021)
reported that Wilson County Tennessee school administrators and teachers were caught in the
middle of communication frustrations between parents and state guidance.
Nonpublic school childcare providers such as daycares were also expected to follow state
guidance for closures and mitigation practices. The Tennessee Department of Health and Safety
(TDHS) posted daily updates to their website to communicate any changes or relevant
information to care providers so they could adjust operations accordingly. Daycare and school
closures pressured families to make difficult decisions about childcare while they went to work;
many parents either quit their jobs or took care of their children while working (CDC, 2020a;
Tennessee Department of Human Services, 2021; United States Bureau of Labor Statistics,
2021).
School leaders had to consider alternative methods to maintain the educational process
while schools were physically closed. School systems that had already provided students with
one-to-one devices or began supplying one-to-one devices had more success transitioning than
those systems that had technological deficiencies such as limited internet or device accessibility
(Nelson & Sharp, 2020). However, flexible alternative learning was not always positive as some
students and teachers did not use the time during school closures for educational purposes
(Argyropoulou et al., 2021). Although some challenges of alternative learning were the result of
individual choice, some students did not learn because of their inability to access basic
technology for adequate digital learning (Kaufman & Diliberti, 2021).
States cancelled standardized tests due to the pandemic causing some stakeholders to
advocate for prioritization of remote learning opportunities and creativity in favor of assessments
(Zhao, 2021). There were, however, some negative aspects to the cancellation of assessments
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making students and families unsure of consequences that should be expected (Daniel, 2020).
Test cancellations affected scholarship opportunities, class rankings, assessment data, and
teacher effectiveness scores. Determining content proficiency required creativity on the part of
teachers to set up methods of measuring student success while focusing on performance-based
learning that removed the emphasis of time constraints and standardization (Butler, 2021).
Consistent with the emphasis on the importance of communication and relationships (Fullan,
2020) this abrupt change was difficult for some due to the lack of communication about
expectations.
District and state leaders told teachers and principals to be aware of the physical and
mental well-being of their students as much as possible while schools were physically closed due
to the potential effects of isolation and/or homelife challenges (Anderson et al., 2020). Teachers
spoke with their students about their status in virtual synchronous meetings and via email. The
American Psychological Association encouraged educators to be proactive in setting up specific
screening processes with the students to determine their mental and physical well-being. The
APA also suggested that principals and teachers emphasize to students, parents, teachers, and
school principals a need to increase the awareness of mental health issues that could appear
because of the pandemic environment (APA, 2020b).
COVID-19’s effects reached far beyond the schools. Communities were both directly and
indirectly affected by school closures and consequently by the social, economic, and political
environment created by the pandemic (CDC, 2021a). When government authorities advocated
closing schools due to COVID-19, students that relied on school-provided meals were among the
first groups considered. Schools continued supplying meals to students through the United States
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Department of Agriculture (USDA, 2021a) program of subsidizing meals to students while
school buildings were closed.
When the pandemic caused concern about potential learning loss, suggested guidance
was issued by the CDC (2021) to allow students back into schools with strict and meticulous
mitigation efforts. UNICEF (2021) published guidance for school leadership to open schools
safely to minimize the spread of the virus while still focusing on academic achievement. On June
8, 2020, Tennessee’s Department of Education (TDOE) (2021) released guidance on reopening
schools for the school year 2020-2021. Schools fully opened or opened with hybrid schedules as
the local or state rates of infection decreased (Ballotpedia, 2021). Families depended on clear and
frequent communication from school leadership about the new expectations. Principals who
experienced the COVID-19 pandemic explained the importance of prioritizing frequent
communication and transparency while finding ways to adjust to the circumstances (Martinez &
Broemmel, 2021).
Families experienced challenges that indirectly affected schools or students’ ability to
learn. Some parents had to quit their jobs to stay home and take care of their children because of
school closures (Zhao, 2021). According to the United States Bureau of Labor Statistics (USBL)
(2021), Tennessee’s unemployment rate rose from 4% in March 2020 to 15.8% in April 2020.
The CDC (2021d) provided guidance for schools to contact, trace, and educate families on how
to decide when it was necessary to keep children home from school. Parents were pressured to
stay home if their children were unable to attend school thus affecting their ability to go to their
jobs. COVID-19’s dangerous effects on the elderly prevented grandparent childcare on which
many working adults relied as families needed flexibility and schools provided alternative
platforms for educational access. This provision created reliance on universal flexibility so that
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students and teachers could use multiple options to deliver content and provide feedback (Daniel,
2020).
Strained circumstances and school closures caused by the pandemic led to mental health
concerns for families. The CDC (2021a) data from pulse surveys assessing household anxiety
and depression through the pandemic confirmed the concerns of the APA. Between January 20,
2021, and March 1, 2021, an average of 43.5% of Tennessee adults reported symptoms of
anxiety disorder or depression disorder compared to the national average of 42%. At the onset of
the pandemic the average in Tennessee was approximately 33% compared to the national
average of 36%. Crosslin and Bailey (2021) examined female school leaders and their attempts
to maintain the work/life balance. The women who were interviewed in this study expressed
intense stress and exercised adaptability skills to navigate the unprecedented challenges of the
pandemic.
The COVID-19 pandemic was especially difficult for adults 65 and older who were
rearing school-aged grandchildren. Those in that age bracket who were raising grandchildren had
different challenges during the pandemic than middle-aged parents. Primarily, people 65 years
and older were of higher concern due to the high mortality rate of the elderly who contracted the
virus (M. Freed et al., 2020). Families with elderly members living within their home faced
difficult and life-threatening challenges associated with COVID-19 risks. A study by the
National Institute of Allergy and Infectious Diseases (2021) showed that one out of 500 children
experienced COVID-19-associated orphanhood or death of a grandparent caregiver. According
to the Rand Corporation (Pebley et al., 2000), grandparents across the country were primary
caretakers to approximately four million students. The CDC (2020a) recommended that elected
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officials consider this information about elderly populations among the risk factors when they
considered closing schools or deciding the options for families during the pandemic.
Leadership and the Role of the Principal
Principals are the leaders of their schools as well as leaders of their communities
(Sergiovanni, 1999). Traditionally, they have been primarily responsible for overseeing the
academic success of their students and teachers. This leadership role comes with the expectation
that they are the instructional leaders who ensure quality education for their students and
development opportunities for their teachers, and that the principal handles maintaining an
intricate system of balancing responsibility and accountability with empathetic flexibility and
compassion (Marzano et al., 2005). Frontier and Mielke (2016) explained that principals should
prioritize a balanced accountability system through academic achievement and the educational
process. The expansive role of principalship that already included areas of academic
achievement, teacher development, crisis management, and communication responsibilities
became much more extensive during the COVID-19 pandemic (Butler, 2021; Huck & Zhang,
2021).
Principals navigated unfamiliar, high-stakes leadership roles because of the pandemic.
Professional development, educator preparation programs, and professional experience are the
only notable training methods for principals. Rodriguez et al. (2021) identified a discrepancy
between the teacher-based professional development and the principal-based professional
development offered by school districts. Professional development programs for principals have
been lacking intentional frameworks aligned to specific support needed to provide educational
leadership, growth, and development (Rodriguez et al., 2021).
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Fullan (2014) explained that the responsibilities of the principal have significantly
increased in the 21st century and now include areas of health, safety, instructional leadership,
balanced political forces, and community liaison. Educational leadership had been in a steady
process of evolution prior to the effects of COVID-19. The principal role inherited more
responsibilities over time and those responsibilities were best approached collectively (DuFour
& Marzano, 2011; Hirsch et al., 2016). Some successful schools and organizations have shifted
from achievement-focused to people-development. Heifetz et al. (2009) described the importance
of relationships within an organization and establishing a foundation of putting people first so
that the rest of the organizational priorities can fall into place through collaborative investment.
DuFour and Marzano (2011) explained that principals are responsible for developing other
leaders in their building. Kouzes and Posner (2012) similarly mentioned the importance of
capacity-building to adapt to necessary organizational changes.
Sergiovanni (2006) said that a principal should be value-centered, focused, and goal
oriented. Value-centered leadership ensures that principals will lead to a high standard and
provide the school with a purposeful mission and vision while balancing the diverse needs of a
variety of groups; COVID-19 highlighted many of those diverse needs. Principals must decide
the purpose of the school and the direction toward which everyone is guided while establishing
their theory of what schools are meant to do (Sergiovanni, 1999). Wiggins and McTighe (2007)
explained that a school mission statement is central to collective achievement and should guide
how the school decisions are made to achieve a goal.
Instructional leadership has always been a central aspect of the principal role since its
inception (Sergiovanni, 2006). Pedagogical expertise can be subjective, such as defining quality
instruction (Schlechty, 2009). The principal’s primary responsibility is to promote the learning
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and success of all students (Lunenburg, 2010). State standards guide principals, educators, and
students but schools decide how to craft their curriculum to maximize student comprehension
and understanding. Principals need to be experts of instruction and fluent in data analysis to
determine if students are learning and how to adjust instruction accordingly if they are not
(Bambrick-Santoyo, 2019). Data-driven instruction is necessary to check successful instruction
and learning (Hirsch et al., 2018). Part of the principal’s role is to encourage creativity, celebrate
success, and help with curriculum implementation. Principals are instructional leaders of
instructional practitioners who develop leadership teams based on a purposeful and communal
commitment (Marzano et al., 2005; Schlechty, 2009).
The publication of A Nation at Risk brought accountability and achievement to the
forefront of educational policies which was furthered by government actions or funding
reauthorizations such as No Child Left Behind and Race to the Top (Kamentz, 2018; U.S.
Commission on Excellence in Education, 1983). Principals should facilitate a school culture in
which the bar is set for excellence in academic and social growth and achievement (Hattie,
2012). Although high achievement is the primary target for schools, principals have also been in
a delicate dance of managing data-driven accountability with abstract and immeasurable forms of
learning such as character development and emotional intelligence. Frontier and Mielke (2016)
identified the difficulty of balancing achievement through necessary testing and spending
adequate time on authentic learning.
Authentic learning is defined as either case-based, problem-based, or project-based
opportunities that simulate the real-world experiences in solving problems likely to be met in
adulthood (University of New Hampshire, 2022). Principals have been pressured on all fronts to
produce results on standardized tests. The focus on quantitative measurements to reflect student
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achievement has distracted the focus of principals away from authentic learning (Gorton &
Alston, 2012). Exactly what factors determine academic success is subjective, but BambrickSantoyo (2019) argued that schools should be focused only on these questions: How do we know
if students are learning? If not, what do we do about it? Principals’ responsibility shifted to
helping and supporting flexible processes of learning and ensuring student well-being instead of
focusing all resources on standardized tests.
Teachers use professional judgment and evidence-based practices to support the learning
of their students. Principals have the responsibility for developing and enhancing the abilities of
teachers to be maximally effective in fostering growth and achievement for their students (Hattie,
2012; Sergiovanni, 2006). As the instructional leader, principals are responsible for ensuring
their students have caring and effective teachers (Whitaker, 2015). Principals that remain
involved in the growth and development of their teachers ensure the authentic process of learning
for the students (Bambrick-Santoyo, 2018). The principal’s instructional leadership role does not
create a hierarchical lack of involvement with students; rather, a stronger responsibility is created
in the outcome.
Greenleaf (1977) asserted that truly effective leaders were the greatest examples of
servanthood to their followers. The principal role is servant leadership. Principals who took
responsibility for the development of their students and teachers and modeled servant leadership
had led to a stronger culture and successful environment (Hornsby & Warkoczeski, 2000). Many
principals said they would place a higher priority on goals such as addressing disparities in
students’ academic performance, ensuring students’ health and safety, engaging with families,
enacting new social or emotional learning interventions, and promoting student engagement
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(Hamilton et al., 2020). Teachers and principals both indicated that teachers had received some
training, but there were expected gaps given the lack of time to prepare for the adjustments.
Students have benefited socially and academically from the additional resources and
opportunities that came from principals facilitating and promoting partnerships between the
schools and community businesses, organizations, and other stakeholders (Bagwell, 2020).
Students received help from the collaboration between education systems and community
stakeholders as local economies and associated stakeholders have benefited. Local economies
rely on population growth to maintain relevance and development. An example is Corporations
such as Eastman Chemical Company in Kingsport, Tennessee, who have partnered with local
education institutions to advertise job availability, internships, and scholarships (Eastman
Corporate Responsibility, 2022). By promoting these opportunities to local students, companies
can reach students early in their career exploration and provide mutually beneficial opportunities.
The principal is responsible for seeking these opportunities for their students so they may be the
primary beneficiaries of these options.
Principals who build positive cultures have often facilitated partnerships with community
programs such as the Boys and Girls Club, YWCA, and community athletics to provide
opportunities for students to socialize and develop academically after school hours (Kladifko,
2013). The COVID-19 pandemic complicated these partnerships due to mitigation efforts and
logistical challenges (Bagwell, 2020). These programs help parents to ensure their children have
supervision if they are unable to pick up their children at school closing. Other community
partnerships such as cooperation with local law enforcement, health and dental checks, and food
distribution are some of the beneficial services that principals and their delegates have provided
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for the children of their community beyond their educational responsibilities (Sanders & Harvey,
2002).
Mitigation efforts prevented school visitors; volunteers such as community leaders,
career advocates, and family members who came to school to read to students or eat lunch with
their children as they had before the pandemic. School systems heeded the advice of health
departments and CDC guidelines and made decisions to restrict the amount of unnecessary
person-to-person contact (CDC, 2021b). Although the COVID-19 pandemic made schoolcommunity relationships more difficult, schools distributed food and provided opportunities for
school personnel and community members to interact face-to-face as they had been unable to do
in other educational circumstances caused by the pandemic.
Communication is an essential part of school leadership due to the frequency and
sensitivity of information flowing to and from the school and its leadership. Communication with
parents, teachers, students, and community stakeholders is central to the principal’s role (Gorton
& Alston, 2012). Fullan (2014) explained that clear communication and expectations help to
build trust with all stakeholders when organizational change is necessary. Transparent
communication is equally as important as clarity. Ujifusa (2021) illustrated the importance of
transparency while communicating with frustrated parents about COVID-19 mandates in
establishing trustworthiness and avoiding heightened conflict. Empathetic listening from a leader
established trust and a two-way dialogue (Berkovich & Eyal, 2018).
Teachers rely heavily on transparent communication from the principal on topics relevant
to them and their students – especially during the COVID-19 pandemic. Prior to the pandemic,
principals were expected to have meaningful and mindful roles in the professional development
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of teachers by also being mindful of the group’s needs as well as those of the individual
(Holland, 2008).
Principals were creative in using multiple methods of communication to reach teachers
and families (Thornton, 2020). Teachers and school staff felt additional pressure during the
pandemic making it necessary for principals to communicate with them to address their mental
health, support their need for resources, and give them opportunities to reconnect socially
(Anderson et al., 2020). The partnership between teachers and their students’ families was
encouraged through principals who took a proactive role in establishing stakeholder involvement
(Jung & Sheldon, 2020).
The communication systems between principals and district-level administration were
relative to the personnel within each system. Difficulty with clear communication was
exacerbated by the stress of the COVID-19 pandemic. However, those stresses were necessary to
guide and implement decisions in unprecedented situations. Principals reported elevated levels of
job-related stress due to long hours, heavy workloads, and a lack of autonomy from district
supervisors. Due to the increased demand of the COVID-19 pandemic, the difficulties of the job
were more stressful than before. DeMatthews et al. (2021) recommended frequent two-way
communication among principals not only for job-related support but for mental health checks
and support. Ikemoto (2021) also suggested that central office support should be more focused
on school needs than vice versa.
Central office administration neglected the importance of principal professional
development and justified their actions saying that teacher professional development would be
more relevant or beneficial to students (Ikemoto, 2021). Central office administrators are
responsible for incorporating opportunities into teacher and principal professional development.
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The necessity for organizational change and culture-building required principals and other school
leaders to become competent in shaping the people around them based on their vision (Fullan,
2020). Nehez and Blossing (2020) identified the importance of principals building school
cultures and leading change by establishing structures and effective time-management. Nehez
and Blossing identified practices that set up an environment for improvement: leading the work
for improvement, understanding what enterprise education is, and making changes.
Family partnerships are necessary for cultural management within schools, and principals
are responsible for facilitating strong partnerships with families to help students reach high levels
of social and academic achievement (Henderson et al., 2007). Communication and collaboration
help show ways to serve not only the students but, by extension, the community, as well
(Duncan, 2018). Reassuring students and parents is a vital element of institutional response
(Daniel, 2020). Sanders and Harvey (2002) identified four factors that allow schools to build
successful bridges to their community: “the school’s commitment to learning, the principal’s
support and vision for community involvement, the school’s receptivity and openness to
community involvement, the school’s willingness to engage in two-way communication with
potential community partners about their level and kind of involvement” (p.1).
Crisis Management
Schools are at times subjected to emergencies such as natural disasters, pandemics, or
anything that may pose a danger to those that are in schools causing implementation of abrupt
changes to the educational process. Educational leaders need to be prepared to resolve crises and
be competent in areas such as educational law, leadership theory, and social-emotional
awareness. Principals oversee the implementation of actions when responding to crises.
Unfortunately, principals are often inadequately prepared and lack training to manage the
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challenges that arise (Dake, 2021). Professional development has often been inconsistent and/or
irrelevant to the challenges that have appeared in recent years. Some researchers advocate for
training school leaders to use flexible and universally applicable strategies of adaptability that
are intended to be used in various unpredictable scenarios (Nelson & Squires, 2017; Pepper et
al., 2010). Teachers, students, and families alike turn to the principal to make decisions or
effectively communicate information from higher authorities (Glanz, 2021). Thornton (2020)
examined the role of the principal amid the COVID-19 school closures in New Zealand and
identified the effectiveness of ways principals used the people around them to distribute
leadership and collaborative responsiveness while attending to their own learning needs
necessary to lead through an unprecedented crisis.
Major events such as California wildfires, Hurricane Katrina, and the Spanish Flu
Pandemic of 1918 similarly closed schools (Ager et al., 2020; Ash, 2007; Kirylo, 2005).
Hurricane Katrina was a Category 5 storm that made landfall in southern Louisiana on August
23, 2005. The storm killed approximately 1,800 people and caused $108 billion in damages
(National Weather Service, 2016). Schools in New Orleans closed as approximately 80% of New
Orleans was flooded. Half of the students lived below the poverty line. This revelation made
school districts in New Orleans realize there was an opportunity to reinvent themselves after the
recovery process. The school districts reprioritized standardized testing to determine the needs of
students after school closures (Kirylo, 2005).
Schools of New Orleans adapted to the circumstances of the natural disaster through
relocation, closures, and other actions to accommodate the children and families that were
affected by Hurricane Katrina (Kirylo, 2005). Natural disasters can be unpredictable, but New
Orleans officials neglected to address suggested preventative measures which led to prolonged
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and devastating effects (Select Bipartisan Committee to Investigate the Preparation for and
Response to Hurricane Katrina, 2006). All levels of government had failed for years to take
adequate preventative measures against the potential devastation that a hurricane could cause to
New Orleans due to the improperly managed levees Nuclear Regulatory Commission. (2006). In
addition to the damage from the hurricane, the aftermath of the hurricane proved disastrous for
logistics and recovery. School buildings closed temporarily for educational purposes and were
used as command centers for emergency personnel, and school buses were used for evacuations
or transportation of large groups.
As with some of the anticipated problems that could arise because of the COVID-19
pandemic, students affected by Hurricane Katrina suffered mental health issues and learning loss.
The effects of a crisis with mental health came to the forefront of concern after Hurricane
Katrina when students began showing symptoms of anxiety, depression, and post-traumatic
stress disorder (DiMenna, 2021). DiMenna specifically noted the difference in how the learning
loss affected students of the lower grades versus the students of higher grades. The COVID-19
pandemic brought mental health and learning loss to the forefront as primary issues that needed
to be addressed as schools closed across the country.
California is a common area for wildfires that lead to school closures. Wildfires are so
common in California, the state’s education department has a guidance page on their website for
reopening after a fire-induced closure (California Department of Education, n.d.). A wildfire in
southern California in the fall of 2007 affected around 650,000 students due to the fire’s
immediate threat or having to repurpose schools as shelters or temporary schools for displaced
students (Ash, 2007). Over one million students were displaced because of the wildfires in
California in 2018. Schools struggled to balance the decision between closing schools to protect
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students from hazardous air and the negative educational effects of prolonged absence from
school (Cano, 2018).
The Spanish Influenza pandemic of 1918 was the most severe pandemic in the past
century. It was caused by an H1N1 virus with genes of avian origin (CDC, 2019). Deaths from
the pandemic were around 50 million globally and 675,000 within the United States. As of
March 2022, COVID-19 was still considered an active pandemic, so the casualties of the virus
are yet to be determined. However, it was recognized that the Spanish flu was particularly
devastating to populations 5 years old and younger, 20-45 years old, and 65 years old and older.
The mortality rate of the Spanish flu prompted similar tactics that have been used during
the COVID-19 pandemic to mitigate the spread of the virus. Strategies such as school closures,
quarantining, and proper hygiene practice were part of the Spanish flu response. According to
Ager et al. (2020), schools closed for many fewer days due to the Spanish Influenza pandemic of
1918 than the COVID-19 pandemic. Although students were unable to learn remotely in 1918,
there was still little evidence to suggest that the school closures had a significant social or
educational effect on children. Ager et al. (2020) stated the same educational and societal issues
that arose from the 1918 pandemic have appeared because of the COVID-19 challenges.
Government responses prompted mixed reactions from school communities citing mental health
risks, learning loss, and socialization concerns.
In addition to being a site for education, schools serve multiple community purposes such
as community hub or a command center; each of these roles becomes more prominent during and
after crises. Some natural disasters such as earthquakes have had varied effects on schools.
Mutch (2020) studied the Canterbury earthquakes’ (New Zealand) effects on schools and the
disaster response and determined that schools often become the central hub for communities

49

after disasters and principals step up to post-disaster leadership roles. The M7.1 Anchorage
earthquake in 2018 damaged over 120 schools and forced school closures for approximately
three weeks (Rodgers et al., 2021). As with the pandemic-induced closures of 2020, students
were displaced from their schools without instruction or learning until they were able to return
safely to their respective schools.
The principal is generally solely responsible for crisis preparedness, but the responsibility
also falls upon the teachers and staff (Beauchamp et al., 2021). Training and competence in crisis
management are necessary for adults in schools to have the skills necessary to manage during
predictable or unpredictable crises that may arise. Principals that display adaptive leadership
qualities are typically better suited to managing unpredictable events that require leaders to act
swiftly and purposefully. Researchers indicated that principals and teacher teams should use
reflective practices to establish the resources and knowledge to prepare for future crises that may
occur (Mutch, 2020; Superville, 2021). Kaul et al. (2020) explained that principals formulated
their responses to the pandemic in terms of a hierarchy of needs as they focus on fulfilling the
basic needs of students before advancing through Maslow’s hierarchy of needs. Immediate
survival necessities were met prior to attention to education.
Tennessee Code §49-6-2101 states that school districts have sole authority over the
decision to use transportation within their district for students except for the mandatory
transportation required by students with disabilities. School buses and other methods of school
transportation have been used in different crisis situations such as the delivery of food during
COVID-19 related school closures and emergency evacuations (O’Connell, 2021; USDA, 2021).
School leaders cited the importance of ensuring students who predominantly relied on schools to
provide their meals were prioritized; however, students who received breakfast and/or lunch at
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school were unable to access meals because of school closures. The USDA (2021) provided
vouchers to school districts that would cover the cost of school-provided meals to cover the
meals students would have otherwise had as a certainty under normal school conditions.
Kinsey et al. (2020) noted that the U.S. Department of Agriculture National School
Lunch Program is the largest antihunger program in the nation other than the Supplemental
Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP). The study also found that more than 1.15 billion meals
were not served to students receiving free or reduced-price lunch in school due to school closures
between March 9 and May 1, 2020, leaving many students without meals. Although the USDA
(2021) provided vouchers to school districts for free meals, schools still did not serve the same
number as they would have during traditional in-person school attendance (Kinsey et al., 2020).
The COVID-19 disruption to schools devastated families who rely on school meals to feed their
children.
Pepper et al. (2010) identified effective crisis management strategies that assist principals
or other school leaders with management of any crises that may befall a school. Effective schools
that prepare for or manage external and internal crises have these commonalities: preparing for
crisis “before it happens, prioritization, communication, flexibility, and leadership perseverance”
(p. 240-252). Each crisis is a learning opportunity for school leaders and researchers to create
plans and strategies to prevent or minimize such unfortunate scenarios again. Superville (2021)
identified the need for professional development in these areas for principals due to their role in
communication and organizational oversight during unprecedented times.
Some researchers advocate for training in adaptive leadership and crisis management
strategies for principals, as the leaders of schools, to manage events such as COVID-19
(Bagwell, 2020; Dake, 2021; McLeod & Dulsky, 2021). McLeod and Dulsky noted that
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principals receive little or no training in crisis management from their schools; this was
corroborated through interviews with principals with many of them stating they felt unprepared
for the demands of the pandemic. Supplying meals, issues with technology access, and mental
health difficulties were among the challenges that principals felt they had to improvise
(Argyropoulou et al., 2021; Martinez et al., 2021; McLeod & Dulsky, 2021; Superville, 2021).
The demands of crisis management have been difficult to navigate in recent years, but Burnison
(2020) recommended that principals recruit the people around them such as their teachers and
stakeholders to engage in the problem-solving efforts.
Although crisis management has been an unfortunate part of school leadership, there
were opportunities for leaders and researchers to learn and use information productively for
navigating future scenarios that could have similar demands. Schools developed a sense of
technological reliance through the beginning of the 21st century and quickly discovered the
inequities of technological or internet access available to certain populations of students (Huck &
Zhang, 2021; Kaufman & Diliberti, 2021; Martinez et al., 2021; Nelson & Sharp, 2020; Reich,
2021; Metcalf & Perez, 2020; Tinubu Ali & Herrera, 2020; UNICEF, 2021). Researchers
consistently emphasized the gaps in access around the world but even in technologically
advanced countries such as the United States, 10% of children do not have internet access
(UNICEF, 2021). School leaders had not been trained in a manner that provided the flexibility of
instructional methods as well as technological efficacy to transition all demographics of students
circumstantial to the COVID-19 pandemic (Thornton, 2020; Tinubu Ali & Herrera, 2020).
Social-Emotional Care and Leadership
Researchers emphasized the effectiveness of empathetic leadership in times of crisis.
Within a few months of the declaration of COVID-19 as a pandemic and through the summer of
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2021, empathetic leadership took precedence over achievement-based priorities (Huck & Zhang,
2021; Kaul et al., 2020; Stone-Johnson & Weiner, 2020; Walker et al., 2020). However,
Greenleaf (1977) explained that empathy does not necessitate unconditional acceptance;
empathetic leadership can also be rejecting someone’s effort or work as insufficient if necessary.
During the pandemic, the obligation for teachers to teach and students to learn remained. The
social and emotional well-being of students was the priority of the schools, but teachers and
administrators were subjected to significant stress that has led to burnout and physical and
mental health declines (Beausaert et al., 2016; Berkovich & Eyal, 2018; Huck & Zhang, 2021;
Kaul et al., 2020; Sogunro, 2012; Stone-Johnson & Weiner, 2020). There was also evidence that
suggested isolation and burnout were common among students and teachers in the virtual
learning environment (Heider, 2021). Principals and teachers alike were encouraged to seek
support and training to mitigate the effects of emotionally draining tasks (Hamilton et al., 2020).
Researchers also noted that at-risk populations that were disproportionately affected during the
pandemic through a lack of resources (Montes & Castro, 2020; Tinubu Ali & Herrera, 2020).
Principals, teachers, students, and their families struggled to acclimate to the alternative
learning environment due to stress, inadequate training, and feelings of isolation and burnout
(Heider, 2021). The potential risks for prolonged social isolation were feared to have long-lasting
mental health effects; therefore, schools were recommended to be vigilant in assessing their
students for signs of anxiety and/or depression (Huck & Zhang, 2021). The APA (2020b)
released a statement to schools encouraging teachers to be proactive in establishing a screening
process to assess the mental (and physical) well-being of students during school closures that
occurred during the COVID-19 pandemic. Principals and teachers alike prioritized the wellbeing of students and were stewards of compassion and grace (Anderson et al., 2020). Schools
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had access to mental health resources before the pandemic – but in a capacity befitting the
environment prior to the COVID-19 closures. The closure exacerbated the scope and demand of
mental health resources for students, teachers, and school leaders (Kaul et al., 2020).
Some families struggled with digital learning and were not sufficiently trained in the use
of technology resources that schools were using through the school closures. Parents and
students alike struggled to manage both academic success and mental health norms as parents
served as proxy educators at home (Davis et al., 2020). Huck and Zhang (2021) identified the
concern for marginalized students not only in their lack of technology access but also in their
decreased likelihood to be identified as a mental health concern. Mental health has become a
more prominent topic in schools over the past few decades. Johnson (2020) examined and
expanded the importance of mental health awareness for everyone who is directly and indirectly
involved in the school; he advocates for an increased focus on social-emotional learning for
students. Wagner (2020) examined the mental effects of the school closures on children during
the pandemic through October 2020 and determined that social isolation would lead to increased
anxiety and depression in school-aged children.
Families of school-aged children being raised by grandparents were of particular concern
in the decisions on school closures and COVID-19 mitigation efforts. COVID-19 was
determined to have a higher mortality rate for people 65 years or older (CDC, 2021c). Over
seven million grandparents lived in the same household as their grandchildren in the United
States (U.S. Census Bureau, 2021). Grandparents had more concerns than the younger
population of parents as the CDC released information regarding the transmission of the
COVID-19 virus (Kelley, 2020). Between heightened concern about the potential infection of
COVID-19, grandparents that were primary providers for school-aged grandchildren struggled to
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help with the technological demands of digital learning. The fear of becoming infected by the
virus and their inability to support their grandchildren with technology created another
demographic of inequity during the school closures. The stress that was associated with these
new challenges had the potential to cause more susceptibility to the virus and cause tension
within the household (Xu et al., 2020).
Teachers have been most likely to quit the profession because of the associated stress and
overwhelming expectations (Walker et al., 2020). The consistent reports of increased anxiety and
depression during the initial months of the pandemic indicated not only the difficulty of the new
circumstances but also the new challenges that were associated with education (CDC, 2021d;
Diliberti et al., 2021). Teachers were told to check their students’ well-being as well as their
educational progress in ways they had never been trained to perform. The United States
Department of Education (2021c) provided guidance on implementing strategies and programs to
monitor students, but teachers felt overwhelmed trying to navigate the new circumstances of the
pandemic. Many teachers felt unprepared to transition to virtual learning in the capacity they
were expected to perform thus leading to more stress and frustration (Walker et al., 2020).
The associated stress and overwhelming expectations of the pandemic caused some
teachers to quit their profession. Principals reported elevated levels of stress prior to the onset of
the COVID-19 pandemic that had led to burnout and dissipating effects on teacher and student
effectiveness in schools. A study by Sogunro (2012) indicated that almost 90% of principals
work over 60 hours per week with “very high” stress levels. The uncertainty of the pandemic and
the resulting demands on principals increased the stressful nature of the job. The mental wellbeing of principals was overlooked due to the prioritization of students’ and teachers’ mental
health (Beauseaert et al., 2016). An example is testimony that was given by a principal who
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struggled to balance the new demands of her professional life as well as her personal life as she
was experiencing the overwhelming nature of both aspects of her life even before the pandemic
(Crosslin & Bailey, 2021). The uncertainty from month-to-month, week-to-week, and sometimes
even day-to-day changes led to frustrated parents who often took out their frustration on the
principals. Principals and teachers were also uncertain about what mandates or guidance they
would be issued and navigated their jobs accordingly, but the uncertainty and inconsistency from
government bodies led to fatigued and overwhelmed educators and families (Ujifusa, 2021).
The principal was responsible for overseeing the educational process to adjust to the
pandemic environment successfully. This process was prioritized according to the immediate
health and well-being needs of students and teachers before any educational processes were
continued (Glanz, 2021). Bagwell (2020) suggested that schools should partner with community
mental health agencies to aid with the needs of students, teachers, and other school personnel
regarding the difficulties of the pandemic. Principals consistently reported that their primary
concern was always their students’ and teachers’ well-being and took it as a personal charge to
ensure it on their end as much as possible (Superville, 2021).
Williams and Jagers (2020) argued that transformative social and emotional learning
needed to be implemented to develop more awareness of implicit and explicit bias that occurs
targeting underrepresented students. Montes and Castro (2020) indicated that these students
suffered more negative effects from the school closures than their peers.
The lack of proper training and professional development for principals and teachers
made the stress of the profession more complicated and demanding. The stress-related burnout
created an undesirable environment for educators which led to teachers and principals exiting the
profession (DeMatthews et al., 2021). Educators adapted to the unique environment of education
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through technological demands, new pedagogical expectations, and social-emotional awareness
of their students which, in turn, created overwhelmed and over-stressed individuals. Socialemotional learning was important for teachers to be aware of their students’ well-being as well as
their own (Olley, 2020).
Beausaert et al.'s (2016) findings regarding the self-perception of support from principals
indicated that they felt isolated and neglected by their central office and community. District
administrators worked closely with principals to evaluate their mental health as well as establish
a strategic system of support due to the significant stress placed on school principals to navigate
difficult circumstances such as the COVID-19 pandemic (DeMatthews et al., 2021; Ikemoto,
2021). Principals experienced heightened levels of stress as they navigated the uncertainties of
the COVID-19 environment while the responsibility to monitor their professional and personal
well-being fell upon the district personnel to support them (Weiner et al., 2021). Rodriguez et al.
(2021) suggested that district administrators place a specific emphasis on preparing principals for
crises and other school-level leadership responsibilities as they tend to do with teacher
professional development; appropriate and effective training would help ease the additional
stress associated with unprecedented scenarios.
Reflective practice is a vital component of leadership development. Reflection can be an
individual practice as well as collaborative. It takes a person’s thoughts into self-dialogue and
with other people (Göker & Bozkus, 2017). The COVID-19 pandemic led to unprecedented
circumstances requiring improvisation and adaptive leadership to navigate the transitions
successfully. Göker and Bozkus (2017) connected John Dewey’s conceptualized reflection
practices to educational leadership and determined that professional reflection is triggered by
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doubt, difficulty, and hesitation. Leaders that navigated their schools through the COVID-19
pandemic can utilize the lessons from the pandemic environment to inform future practice.
Technology and Virtual Learning
Schools worked to adopt technology-based pedagogical practices that use resources to
expand student access to information (Sheninger, 2019). Sheninger claims that technology was
incorporated into schools to develop skills-based education that prepares students for learning
and application in the 21st century. The pandemic led to an unprecedented learning environment
in which teachers and students had to acclimate to the new demands of education which relied
heavily on their ability to use technology in a productive manner (Champa et al., 2020). The
adjustment to instructional methods was daunting, but advocates of technology use in classrooms
such as Kieschnick (2017) argued that technology integration should not be seen as a drastic
change of instruction but as a seamless use of new tools to improve the professional judgments
teachers already use to educate their students.
The principal is responsible for ensuring teachers and students are well-equipped to have
the most effective learning environment possible regardless of the circumstances (Sergiovanni,
2006). Principals had a unique challenge of providing as much technology access and resources
possible, so teachers and students had the flexibility and opportunity to thrive in circumstances
that forced virtual instruction (Sheninger, 2019). Technology leadership is a relatively new realm
of responsibility for principals as their role becomes more expansive, but it is the new nature of
education to use and depend on technology. The pandemic pressured principals to provide
technology to teachers and students, provide training, and use the technology platforms to
communicate with families in an unprecedented and ever-changing circumstance (Kaufman &
Diliberti, 2021; Sheninger, 2019).
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The pandemic forced teachers and students to adjust to a technology-centered form of
instruction. Blended learning was a commonly used method of technology in classrooms before
COVID-19, especially in schools that provided one-to-one device-to-student technology access
(Kieschnick, 2017). Blended learning is the use of in-person and digital methods of instruction.
Schools that used blended learning before the pandemic were more likely to require less training
or professional development to prepare for virtual learning during school closures (Martinez et
al., 2021). Teachers and students adjusted to different instructional methods and social
interactions. Face-to-face interactions only occurred through software such as Zoom or Google
Meet. Modern technology allowed the educational process to continue despite the drastic
changes forced by the pandemic. However, the lack of traditional in-person social interaction
within schools concerned mental health experts who predicted a high likelihood of depression
and anxiety symptoms among socially isolated students (APAb, 2020).
Face-to-face interactions between students and teachers offered teachers opportunities to
check on student well-being, but virtual meeting environments served as a substitute for wellness
checks (Champa et al., 2020). Hallgarten and Fitzpatrick (2020) studied China’s educational
response to the pandemic and determined that even though China has a prominent level of
“educational technology maturity,” they advised limiting screen time that students used for
educational purposes. This was to protect students from the negative effects of being engaged on
a computer for unhealthy amounts of time and to avoid network congestion. Although students
were still interacting with peers and teachers in virtual settings, it was more difficult for teachers
to determine new traits that may point to mental health issues. Teachers were told to monitor
their students to establish a basis of communication to discuss any mental health challenges
students may be facing.
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Technology in education expanded significantly in the 21st century. Even prior to
COVID-19, classrooms evolved and adapted to new technological advancements to prepare
students for a world that relied heavily on computers and other technologies in typical day-to-day
school operations. Schools rushed to give students internet access and their own devices to take
part in lessons and continue their education at the onset of the pandemic (Sheninger, 2019).
Teachers in the 21st century need competence in technology within their classroom for
instruction, feedback, and data collection and analysis (Kieschnick, 2017). This is no different
than the expectations and circumstances of the pandemic-era learning environment. Students
could receive better feedback and access more resources than ever before because of the required
technology use during school closures, but there were some student populations that did not have
the same internet access to technology (Champa et al., 2020; Reich, 2021).
Some schools and their students had more difficulty obtaining these necessities than
others during school closures. Inequities quickly became apparent with the implementation of
virtual learning. Technology and internet access were not easily accessible across economically
disadvantaged and underrepresented populations (Champa et al., 2020; Kaufman & Diliberti,
2021; Montes & Castro, 2020; Nelson & Sharp, 2020; Stone-Johnson & Weiner, 2020).
According to Hallgarten and Fitzpatrick (2020), China did not prioritize disadvantaged
populations, per se, but prioritized equal access to online learning for families and schools. The
primary method of interaction after COVID-19-induced closures was through virtual meeting
software such as Zoom and Google Meet. Teachers instructed their classes and assessed the wellbeing of students through this process as it was the only way most teachers could interact with
them (Champa et al., 2020). Reich (2021) considered universal broadband and technology access
to be among the most principal factors to prepare for unexpected closures or disruptions to
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school. Internet and device access during the pandemic facilitated the virtual learning
environment which prompted new insights and considerations to pedagogy and brought the
conversation of the effectiveness of virtual instruction to the forefront.
A struggle in adapting to technology use in the classroom was a result of the lack of
training and professional development that students, teachers, and principals had prior to the
COVID-19 pandemic. Students were able to adapt to a level of technological competency that
required the same knowledge faster than teachers (Martinez et al., 2021). Education is in an era
of requiring technological competency as a foundational element of pedagogy (de Klerk &
Palmer, 2021; Sheninger, 2019). Many teachers, however, found that the open template of
expectations allowed for new kinds of creativity that would promote new ways of learning.
These creative methods could be applied immediately to accommodate virtual learning and
adapted for future use (Aguayo Chan et al., 2020).
Principals tirelessly facilitated technology implementation for their schools so teachers
and students could continue instruction with as little disruption as possible, but the practicality of
access sometimes became a hindering factor (Reich, 2021). Principals had to manage the lack of
internet access and technology resources for some students and teachers (Martinez et al., 2021).
Chromebooks were on back-order through most of 2020 for school districts that purchased new
technology, and schools that had existing devices did not always have enough devices for every
student; in some cases the devices were inadequate for the virtual necessities of online learning
(Rauf, 2020). Reich (2021) determined that internet access was a major obstacle for some
families – especially in rural areas that did not have immediate access to internet providers. This
impeded their ability to keep up with the rest of their classmates that were directly interacting
with peers and teachers. Reich (2021) found that some families did not have internet because of
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their socio-economic status or personal choice of using only mobile service providers. Even
though these students technically had internet access, cell phones were often inadequate for the
instructional, interactive, or assessment needs (Champa et al., 2020).
Teachers struggled more than students while transitioning to the virtual learning
environment (Nelson & Sharp, 2020). Students were more rehearsed in the fundamentals of
navigating internet-based methodology than teachers; some teachers had not been given access to
Learning Management Systems (LMS) and training for others was not adequate. Systems such as
the Lincoln Public School District (LPSD) in Nebraska were better prepared for this transition
because they had made technology access a priority prior to the COVID-19 pandemic (O’Shea &
Training, 2021). The teachers of LPSD were regularly trained in the use of technology and
reported a seamless transition. Teachers needed more professional development in virtual
learning environments in technological efficacy, virtual pedagogy, and virtual class management
prior to the pandemic.
Sergiovanni (2006) argued that principals are the instructional leaders of their schools. In
the pandemic era, faculty and staff in education acclimated to unprecedented circumstances in
the way classes were taught. Principals handled implementing and supplying technology-based
tools and resources for teachers, students, and families to expand their options for educational
opportunities (Sheninger, 2019). Principals, as the servant leaders, were trying to learn about the
technology that supported their schools just as quickly as their teachers so that they could
provide support (Zhao, 2021). Schools that had the foundational base of training and resources
adequate to handle the technical demands of the school closures had a simpler and more
seamless transition than those that did not (Kaufman & Diliberti, 2021).
Chapter 3 provides the methodology of the study.
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Chapter 3. Methodology
This qualitative study aimed to examine middle and high school principal roles prior to
and during the COVID-19 pandemic gain a better understanding about how leadership
responsibilities adapted or changed. Principals who had at least three years of experience prior to
the school year 2019-2020 through the 2021-2022 school year participated in the study. The
study examined the principal’s role and how it changed because of the pandemic from the
perspective of middle and high school principals that had been in the principal role before and
during the pandemic. The study was designed to help determine if there were specific factors that
resulted in changes to the role of the principal and whether they were considered temporary or
permanent. COVID-19 was declared a pandemic on March 11, 2020, by the WHO (WHO,
2021), and the president declared a national state of emergency on March 13, 2020, in response
to the COVID-19 threat (CDC, 2021a). On March 13, 2020, Tennessee schools were urged to
close their buildings by March 20, 2020, and transition to alternative learning methods because
of the COVID-19 pandemic (Tennessee Office of the Governor, 2020).
Research Questions
One essential question and seven sub-questions guided the study. The essential question
investigated middle and high school principal experiences prior to and during the COVID-19
pandemic. The research questions focus on three distinct phases related to the transitions of the
principal role during the COVID-19 pandemic: before instructional delivery was urged to change
by March 20, 2020, during those alternate learning environments, and after returning to campus
under guided protocols.
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Essential Research Question
1. What was the role of the middle and high school principal prior to and during COVID19?
Supporting Sub-Questions
1. What were the responsibilities of the principal prior to March 2020?
2. What factors influenced the responsibilities of the principal prior to March 2020?
3. What were the responsibilities of the principal during the COVID-19 pandemic (starting
on March 2020) when the Governor ordered schools to transition to alternative learning
methods?
4. What factors influenced the responsibilities of the principal during starting in March
2020, when the Governor ordered schools to transition to alternative learning methods?
5. What factors may influence the responsibilities of the principal after the pandemic?
6. What adaptive changes occurred to the principal role because of the pandemic?
7. What changes occurred to the principal role as a result of leading through a global crisis?
Research Design
This research is a phenomenological study designed to examine the roles of middle and
high school principals prior to and during the COVID-19 pandemic. In this study, “before the
pandemic” is before March 13, 2020, when the governor of Tennessee issued guidance for
schools that closed due to the risk of the COVID-19 virus. “During the COVID-19 pandemic” is
from March 13, 2020, through the end of the spring semester of 2022. Hereafter, references of
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“prior to the [COVID-19] pandemic” or “during the [COVID-19] pandemic” will be regarding
March 13, 2020, as the beginning of the pandemic-induced transitions in education in Tennessee.
Phenomenological inquiry is a design that describes the lived experiences of individuals
regarding a phenomenon as described by the participants (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). This
qualitative design examined the essence of participant experiences and is rooted in philosophy
and psychology. Phenomenology is used to examine the lived experience by asking, “What is the
meaning, structure, and essence for this group of people (Patton, 2002). He further explained that
viable phenomenological inquiry is dependent upon the Aristotelian philosophical assumption
that we can only know what we experience by examining the experience of the phenomenon
from the participant’s perspective.
Qualitative research relies on the researcher as the primary instrument of data collection.
Collecting data through interviews with participants supplied the opportunity to examine
complex narratives and provided an unrestricted platform for them to share their full stories
which allowed the researcher to examine complex narratives regarding their experience related to
the COVID-19 pandemic (Patton, 2002). Phenomenological inquiry was selected for the study
because the semi-structured interview questions provided an opportunity for participants to
express openly their lived experiences and opinions about their role prior to and during COVID19 without constraints.
Site Selection
This research was conducted in public school districts of East Tennessee. The CDC (n.d.)
data suggested that the infection rates and environmental effects of the pandemic in East
Tennessee were consistent across school districts. The factors that determined school closures,
mitigation efforts, or school board decisions were comparable for research purposes.
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Sample
The population is middle and high school principals of school districts in East Tennessee.
The researcher used purposeful sampling to choose nine principals with direct experience prior
to and during the pandemic and who had been in the principal role for at least three years before
the pandemic (school year 2019-2020) through the end of the 2021-2022 school year. The
researcher used critical case sampling through selecting respondents who represent logical
generalization and maximum application of information to other cases (Patton, 2002). The
generalization occurs when qualitative researchers connect findings to new cases (Creswell &
Creswell, 2018). Patton (2002) also explained that any type of purposeful sampling in qualitative
studies should be judged according to the purpose and rationale of the study.
Participants
Purposeful sampling was used to identify participants for this study using these factors:
(a) years of experience in the principal role, (b) school demographics, (c) per pupil expenditure,
and (d) gender. The participants had to have worked as a principal a minimum of three years
from school year 2017-2018 through school year 2021-2022. The predeterminant factors –
school demographics, per pupil expenditure, and gender – were not qualifiers for the study;
however, these factors were considered while differentiating participants.
Data Collection Strategies
The participants received an overview of the study objectives and were contacted via
email to set an interview date. Prior to the interview, each participant signed an informed consent
acknowledging that they agreed to take part in the study. Semi-structured interviews were
conducted for 60 to 90 minutes in person at the participant’s school or online via Google Meet or
Zoom depending on the preference of the participant (see Appendix A). All interviews were
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recorded. Interviews are useful when participants cannot be directly observed in the
circumstances about which they are being questioned, and it allows for participants to provide
historical information (Cresswell & Cresswell, 2018). After the interviews were conducted, I
transcribed the interviews and member-checked the data with the participants to address any
concerns of the participants. The participants were then given the opportunity to review and
verify or make any changes to the transcript of their own interview. Pseudonyms (participant
numbers) were used to maintain the confidentiality of the participants while reporting the data.
Data Analysis Strategies
Interviews were transcribed and verified by member-checking with the participants. The
interviews were then analyzed through a coding process to establish commonalities or key details
that emerged from the experiences to identify emergent themes. Coding is the process by which
data collected from interviews, particularly in qualitative studies, is classified, labeled, and
categorized to find patterns in the data – known as recurring regularities (Patton, 2002). The data
was coded-recoded to promote consistency. Themes were identified so that commonalities or
patterns could be examined. The researcher then looked for convergence or divergence within
the categories which were then judged by two criteria – internal homogeneity and external
heterogeneity (Patton, 2002). Patton identified internal homogeneity as the extent to which the
data holds together in a meaningful way. External heterogeneity is the extent to which the
differences are clear. This process was used to determine the substantive significance of the data.
Theoretical Framework
Fullan’s (2020) change theory and Heifetz et al.’s (2009) adaptive leadership served as
the theoretical frameworks of this study. Fullan (2020) stated that effective change is dependent
on moral purpose and understanding what the concept of change is; it is not relationship
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building, creating and sharing knowledge, or creating an environment of understanding. Heifetz
et al. (2009) illustrated that adaptive leadership is conducted through observation, interpretation,
and intervention. The frameworks organized the pandemic-induced changes and adaptive
characteristics to the principal responsibilities to understand the transitions due to the COVID-19
pandemic.
Assessment of Quality and Rigor
Credibility was ensured through member-checking which enforced the quality and rigor
of the study. Participants were given the opportunity to review the transcripts verbatim from the
interviews and verified or altered their responses as they saw necessary for submission.
Dependability is ensured through an audit trail which was kept throughout the study making the
information easily accessible. Also, the data were coded-recoded to ensure the most relevant
information was used for the benefit of the study. The researcher ensured confirmability through
research reflexivity in weekly reflective journal entries while maintaining the ethical standards of
human data collection. Neither names nor identifiable information was used after the participants
accepted the transcripts from the interviews. The researcher carefully documented the research
throughout and kept organized archives of all documentation associated with the research.
Ethical Considerations and Role of the Researcher
Ethical considerations are always a priority during research with human participants.
Before participants were contacted to request participation or data were collected from them, the
researcher submitted the proposed research to the Institutional Review Board office at East
Tennessee State University for approval. Participants were given the opportunity to verify the
interview transcripts before they were used for analysis. Confidentiality was kept and prioritized
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while reporting the study results by using pseudonyms to represent the data provided by the
participants.
Chapter Summary
Careful reflection, research, and peer consultation prompted the methodology of this
study. This chapter includes information on data collection and analysis, as well as quality
assessment. Qualitative research through the lens of phenomenological inquiry framed the
organization and data collection to examine the lived experiences of middle and high school
principals as they explained how they navigated the COVID-19 pandemic. The principal’s role in
the school was challenged by the COVID-19 pandemic’s demands on education, communities,
and society. The responsibility of the educational development and general well-being of the
students has fallen upon principals and continued or expanded through the pandemic. Chapter 4
presents the results of the study.
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Chapter 4. Findings
This qualitative study examined middle and high school principals’ roles prior to and
during the COVID-19 pandemic to understand how leadership responsibilities adapted and
changed. The role and responsibilities of the middle and high school principal prior to and during
the pandemic were explored through an essential question and seven sub-questions. Participants
were interviewed about the role and responsibilities, factors, opportunities, and obstacles of their
position before and during the alternative learning environments that occurred when the governor
of Tennessee urged all schools to transition instructional services to an alternative learning
environment by March 20, 2020 (Tennessee Office of the Governor, n.d.). Schools in Tennessee
were subject to the same guidance and decisions at the state and federal levels, but school boards
of each district made decisions that affected their respective districts and schools differently
(Tennessee Commission on Education Recovery and Innovation, 2020). Principals were
responsible for ensuring students in their schools received access to services in an alternate
learning environment. As the COVID-19 pandemic continued to guide educational decisions at
higher levels of government, principals were responsible for leading their school’s immediate
response for students and families through academic supports, technology access, food
distribution, and wellness checks (Anderson et al., 2020; Martinez & Broemmel, 2021;
Thornton, 2020; USDA, 2021a).
The study was guided by an essential research question: What was the role of the middle
and high school principal prior to March 2020 through the spring semester of 2022? The
interview questions examined the principal role and responsibilities prior to and during the
COVID-19 pandemic by providing answers to seven supporting sub-questions:
1. What were the responsibilities of the principal prior to March 2020?
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2. What factors influenced the responsibilities of the principal prior to March 2020?
3. What were the responsibilities of the principal starting in March 2020, when the governor
ordered schools to transition to alternative learning environments?
4. What factors influenced the responsibilities of the principal starting in March 2020, when
the governor ordered schools to transition to alternative learning methods?
5. What factors may influence the responsibilities of the principal after the pandemic?
6. What adaptive changes occurred to the principal role because of the pandemic?
7. What changes occurred to the principal role as a result of leading through a global crisis?
Change Theory and adaptive leadership were the frameworks used to examine changes to
the role of the principal that occurred due to the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic and its direct
effects on schools (Fullan, 2020; Heifetz et al., 2009). These frameworks were used to explain
the process by which change occurs in organizations and how schools adapted to the new
educational environment induced by the pandemic. Adaptive leadership is a cyclical process that
involves observation, interpretation, and intervention (Heifetz et al., 2009). Schools were in an
expedited process of adapting to the rapid change to societal and educational environments due
to local or national infection rates, school board decisions, or state and federal guidance.
The researcher used purposive sampling to acquire participants for the study. The
participants were required to have had at least three years of experience as principal and direct
experience as school principals during the 2019-2020 school year through the 2021-2022 school
year. Participants were emailed an overview of the study, consent documentation, and a request
to schedule a time for an interview if they chose to participate. Due to the uncertainty of the
potential participants’ credentials for the study, emails were sent to 14 superintendents or
secondary directors with the criteria for the study. Nine principals agreed to participate in the
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study and completed the consent agreement. Each of the participants was assigned a number and
each interview question was assigned a “Q” and corresponding number for analysis.
Essential Research Question
What was the role of the middle and high school principal prior to and during COVID19?
Emergent Themes: Consistent Prior to and During the COVID-19 Pandemic
Analysis of the data revealed the following emergent themes that were consistent prior to
and during the global pandemic: (a) instructional leadership, (b) school culture and climate; (c)
school management; (d) community partnerships, and (e) relationships. Sergiovanni (2006)
stated that principals should ensure their schools are managerially loose but culturally tight.
Principals that operate their schools as a machine or, managerially tight but culturally loose,
neglect to address the roots of success for their students, faculty, and school community.
Interviews with the participants identified the following:
Instructional Leadership
The first theme identified connections to Fullan (2020) who captured the idea that deep
learning is required in a changing environment. Six participants stated that instructional
leadership was the primary responsibility of the principal prior to March 2020, and also
identified the importance of instructional leadership during COVID-19. Participants regularly
explained that their role as the instructional leader remained, prior to and during the pandemic.
Participant 2 had been moved to another school within their system a few years prior to
March 2020 but echoed the importance and effectiveness of his role in instructional leadership as
a reason for transition. He stated that when he transferred, “our focus was the curricular piece.”
Participant 3 felt that his instructional leadership role was, “to provide academic support.”
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Participant 4 stated that prior to the pandemic, “My job was essentially academic
support. I had to do the best I could to increase the educational experience.” He stated that after
the pandemic affected their typical operations, “I was trying to be academic services coordinator
in a virtual setting that I’d never been trained to do. My responsibility shifted essentially to
technical support.”
Participant 5 also explained that his role was primarily “guiding the instructional vision
of the school.”
Participant 7 stated that prior to the pandemic her role as instructional leader was
multifaceted by explaining
The biggest role I have is to be an instructional leader for the building and then spend at
least 80% of my day growing and developing teachers. It means being in those
classrooms, having collaborative meetings, and looking at data.
She said after the pandemic began, her role did not change, but it did adapt to the circumstances.
She said, “My main role was growing and developing teachers, it just shifted from in-person to
trying to teach faculty to use Google Classroom. It went from instructionally leading not only
teachers, but parents.”
Participant 9 identified his role prior to and during the pandemic was to focus on
instruction, but his district was beginning to recognize the importance of the “whole-child” and
trauma-informed practices as well. He explained, “I was more of an instructional leader. We
would focus on instruction, but we were beginning to look at ACEs (Adverse Childhood
Experiences) and looking at trauma before the pandemic.” He continued to explain the sudden
transition expectations after the pandemic prompted school building closures. He said, “We were
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told we had to prepare teachers for online instruction. None of us had been trained to do online
instruction. We at least had teachers making instructional packets.”
School Culture and Climate
School culture and climate responses arose throughout interviews as an emergent theme.
COVID-19 did not change the responsibility of the principal for managing the school culture and
climate; however, there was a sense of uncertainty that ultimately led to tension and heightened
stress among all members of the school community. This was a common testimony from
participants, as seven of them explained their role in facilitating the school culture and climate.
Participant 1 described the difficulty of overcoming the previous environment of his
school. He stated, “You’re dealing with basically what’s been there for generations and it’s tough
to get new ideas, new people in there.” He remembered that improving the culture of the school
was the first piece that needed to be addressed when he began as principal. “We began taking
care of the school climate, the culture of the building because I felt like that was the greatest
need.” He also connected funding challenges to affecting the culture and perception of the
school. He stated, “It’s so tough to close those pay gaps in per-pupil expenditure gaps when
you’re at a county school because the perception is the city schools have more money.”
Participant 1 described the environmental uncertainty at the onset of COVID-19. He
made the case, “There was a big fear on the legal piece. We were still unsure what role and
liability we had. If the child got sick and passed it to a family member and they died, is the
school liable?” He said that a lot of unanswered questions “exhausted” him. He also made the
point that, “Athletics happened, and you had to restrict attendance. You find out you’re the only
one enforcing it.” This influenced the climate of the school as inconsistent implementation of
guidance caused parents, students, and other stakeholders to feel a sense of unfairness.
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Participant 2, as did Participant 1, explained the difficulty of advertising or introducing
change when the faculty is not as inclined. He stated, “I was the third principal in 40 years. I had
to overcome the teachers kind of resisting.” However, he also indicated that he believes in
positive interactions to improve the school climate:
I’m a huge believer that teachers have to be happy. If teachers aren’t happy, students
aren’t happy. It just trickles down. Every nine weeks, the teachers are all in teams and
that team has to do things around the school to make our teachers happy, so we worked
on the culture piece of it.
Participant 2 also explained how he maintains his focus on student needs by applying his
perspective as a parent:
I ask myself if I would want my kids in that situation. When I go into a classroom, do I
want my kids to have exposure to this activity. Do I think what our teachers are doing as
far as best practices, would I want my kids exposed to that.
Participant 3 stated that flexibility and support were important for his teachers. He went
on to explain, “I felt like I could give a little flexibility with constraints.”
Participant 4 explained that one of the primary reasons he was hired at his school was to
help with the lack of cohesion at his school. He explained, “The staff was a little, well they
weren’t divided, but they also weren’t very cohesive.” Upon investigating solutions for the lack
of unity, he recognized that the school was missing an understood vision. He asked one of his
teachers, “What is the [school name’s] way?” The teacher said, “Well, we really don’t have
one.” Participant 4 took pride in being at a school where the parents and community know him
“on a first name basis.”
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Participant 5 credited the unique community of his school for having a strong school
culture. He said, “It is a very tight knit community.” He stated that the small school where he
was principal lacked effective communication and “it [communication] became an obstacle for
maintaining teacher morale.” He emphasized his respect for the culture of the school while
addressing the needed repairs to the climate.
When COVID-19 restrictions began affecting schools, Participant 5 stated that indecision
was a consequential piece in the reaction to his district’s response to the pandemic. He stated,
“Our district was not prepared. We had just gone through some leadership changes, and it was
kind of every school scrambling to do the best that we could.” He went on to say, “The district
did the best that they could, and we learned a lot in those first few months.”
Participant 8 echoed other participant responses by stating:
The culture and the climate was pretty low. We started working on culture, being
purposeful, and having a goal. We wanted to rebrand our school so that everyone would
feel we were on a team, we’re together, and everybody’s goal was student success.
She explained the difficulties of combating the climate and culture of the school by giving the
example:
The first year was tough, then the second year was much better with higher scores.
Teachers were feeling more part of the process instead of the problem, so getting that
turned around was huge. Being in the classrooms more and never wanting them
[teachers] to feel that we’re not watching you do wrong, we’re wanting to see what
you’re doing right.
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School Management
School management, including facility and personnel responsibilities, was a factor for
principals both prior to and during COVID-19. Participants identified specific examples of how
critical management of school operations were to care for students and teachers. Eight
participants referenced school management as part of their responsibilities both prior to and
during the COVID-19 pandemic.
Participant 2 explained that part of his principalship role is to manage the personnel in the
building saying, “I think first is you’re managing the people. Managing your instructional
assistants, your cafeteria people, you’re just managing people on that aspect. The people is a big
factor.”
Participant 3 highlighted his experience as a scheduler for students and staff. He stated,
“Having been the scheduler, [I] could allow some flexibility for teachers and faculty. I kind of
knew the Rubik’s cube of how a master schedule fit together.”
Participant 5 stated that his first principal position, which was prior to the pandemic, was
at a school that needed major facility improvement due to its age and historical neglect. It
became a central project for him early in his role. He continued outlining his management
responsibility by illustrating personnel management challenges. He explained:
I had some personnel concerns that I had to address head on and as a principal, you want
to support people who need it. Then you have to address people who are not willing to
take that support, so there were several retirements.
He described his role in in that facility’s improvement:
They completed a security upgrade in the back of the building, they redid the stage area,
repaved the entire parking lot, added an upgrade to the fencing, not to mention lots of
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other smaller projects that had needed to be done for years so facility wise, there was a lot
to work on that had been overlooked, because the school was not always thought of
because it’s an older building.
When asked about what factors influenced his role before March 2020, Participant 6
stated, “The needs of students primarily. We’re a student-focused, student-driven organization
and we spend time on that which warrants it.” Participant 6 had challenges in both discipline and
attendance. He stated, “I don’t typically do a lot of hands-on discipline in-person day to day,
we’ve had a spike in disciplinary referrals and school disruptions.” He also identified some of the
school management factors that were obstacles. One issue with managing the function of the
school was filling positions. He stated that even though ESSER funds were available and being
used for personnel, he struggled to find anyone to take the position.
Participant 7 explained that she was not originally from the area where her school is, so
she had to make an intentional effort to learn about the needs of her students by, “utilizing
surveys and student advisory committees.”
Participant 9 acknowledged that supporting his staff was an obstacle in his
responsibilities as principal during the transition from a school building to an alternative learning
environment. He said his responsibility was “supporting the faculty and staff emotionally
because they don’t feel that they’re doing what’s right with students even though we didn’t have
a choice at the time.” He stated that teachers were also concerned about the state holding them
accountable in that circumstance. “I asked them, ‘How are they going to hold you accountable?
They can’t even get into their own office.’”
During the pandemic, Participant 8 explained the struggles she had with facilitating the
school personnel in the alternative learning environment, “I tried to be as positive as possible.
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It’s the toughest year I’ve ever had. I forgot how to be a leader. I wanted to make them believe
everything was okay to the point that I lost my role.” Her statement is consistent with the
concerns that were prominent, even before COVID-19.
Community Partnerships
Community partnerships were consistently named as a responsibility of the principal both
prior to and during COVID-19. Seven participants explained how community partnerships
factored into their decisions and responsibilities. This is consistent with the analysis of the
interviews, although each participant described different challenges they experienced in
maintaining the partnership with community stakeholders.
Participant 1 described the public relations piece as a part of his role prior to the COVID19 pandemic. He said that when he became principal, “a huge piece of my focus was the public
relations piece.” He recognized that the perception of the school and its standing in the
community could affect its ability to prepare students.
Participant 2 also stated that a primary initiative of the transition into his school when he
became principal was to “focus on the public relations piece." Participant 2 also highlighted the
importance of communicating with parents and the community. He stated, “I wanted to make
sure we allow people, parents, to come into the building. We allowed that kind of parent
engagement up to that point.” He explained the disconnect between the school and community
that was evident when he began in his position as principal, “Going into that school, I knew
nothing about the school. There was basically no website, I didn’t know the people, and so I kind
of just went on with what I had learned as an assistant principal.”
Participant 3 emphasized the effective communication of his former principal,
particularly with the teachers in his building. He explained that he wanted to take that
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effectiveness and incorporate it into more academically driven conversations. He stated, “I
wanted to try to open up communications, because the former principal was a huge
communicator, always had a story, always was a talker, but I wanted to dive deeper into the
academic side.”
Participant 4 explained that his relationship with the community started poorly. In his
words, “The community relationship was a little bit of a struggle.”
Participant 8 stated that her assistant principal had a background in marketing and wanted
to use that as an opportunity to rebrand the school. She said, “[The assistant principal] was a
former marketing teacher, so she really brought that branding such as a Facebook page and
website. It helped us inform parents.”
Participant 9 said that community relationship building was also an opportunity for
himself and his teachers to understand the community better and the situations where their
students live. He explained:
I think it was something I didn’t expect to happen. When we were delivering food to their
home, I was able to go to many different homes to see where students live. It was eyeopening. I told our teachers, ‘If you can come help at least once, you will see where
things are actually coming from and understand why we do what we do.’ We assume it,
but when you see it with your own eyes, it’s concerning.
During the COVID-19 pandemic, some principals explained that the challenges of
COVID-19 created a sense of resilience and pride among community members. For example,
Participant 1 described his school as “a figure of community stability.” He was confident that the
work of educators during the alternative learning environments “gave us an opportunity to show
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how strong we really are.” Participant 3 stated, “Even though it was tough on teachers, we have
seen rewards.”
Relationships
Relationships emerged as a connective theme between the consistency of responsibilities
prior to and during COVID-19 and adaptive changes as a result of COVID-19. The relationships
theme is uniquely consistent prior to and during the pandemic, but also adaptive to the pandemicinduced circumstances simultaneously. Six participants revealed the experience of facilitating
those relationships prior to and during the pandemic, as well as how they adapted the way they
facilitated relationships during the pandemic.
Participant 1 revealed that part of his attempt to establish a positive community
perception of his school was by effectively becoming the face of the school. He explained, “They
needed somebody to be the spokesman for the school. The person that when they think of our
school, this is the person that they see, and they needed that.”
Participant 2 stated the importance of positive connection with personnel in the school
during the pandemic, “You’re building relationships. You’re managing the people, your
instructional assistants, your cafeteria people, you’re just managing people on that aspect. The
people are a big factor.” He explained that establishing relationships with the personnel is
important for the function of his school.
Participant 5 also mentioned that there were both opportunities and obstacles regarding
developing relationships with his faculty that affected his role as principal. He said an
opportunity factor with school personnel was, “implementing a 30-second positive feedback
system for the teachers.” Concerning student relationships, Participant 5 recognized the needs of
students at different phases in relation to the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic. During the
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alternative learning environment, he facilitated the more basic needs of students including, but
not limited to, food and learning resources.
Participant 6 initially explained that prior to March 2020, his students’ needs dictated his
responsibilities as principal in the school. When asked about factors that influenced his
responsibilities during alternative learning environments, he stated, “everything was mostly
academically driven.” When students began to struggle during the 2020-21 school year, he
explained that they spent a lot of time reaching out to those students to assist them or trying to
ensure their well-being.
Participant 7 emphasized the importance of relationships by “learning what the students’
needs were” when she became principal of her school prior to the COVID-19 pandemic. During
the pandemic she tried to ensure that students were given the best opportunity possible. For
example, during the 2020-21 school year, she said, “we brought in our most at-risk students” for
instruction in the schools as academic intervention or wellness checks even though the schools
were closed to other students. COVID-19 made instruction and academic achievement more
difficult. The relationship between schools and students became more vital as the needs of those
students changed.
Participant 9 stated, “I focused on the safety of our students [during alternative learning
environments].” When students began returning to school in the 2020-2021 school year, he
explained, “We shifted more toward academics and then began thinking about our long-range
plan to fix the problem we may have created on our own.”
Emergent Themes: Adaptive Changes during the COVID-19 Pandemic
Principals had to adapt their roles abruptly in the COVID-19 pandemic environment.
Heifetz et al. (2009) stated that leaders embody their organizations values, priorities, and
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sensitivities and, depending on the situation, different elements become activated at different
times. Analysis of the data revealed the following emergent themes that identified adaptive
changes to the principal responsibilities during the pandemic: (a) social and emotional
awareness, (b) digital teaching and learning, (c) communication, and (d) whole child. Interviews
with the participants identified the following:
Social and Emotional Awareness
Students were not the only group of people that principals had to consider in regard to
social and emotional well-being. Faculty and staff well-being was also adapting to the
circumstances of the COVID-19 pandemic. The overall well-being of students and faculty
became a notable concern for principals when they recognized the stress and trauma associated
with the new environment. Eight participants provided answers regarding their role in socialemotional awareness in their building. Nine participants mentioned the relevance of social and
emotional awareness in the adaptation to the COVID-19 circumstances in education.
Participant 1 highlighted the feeling of uncertainty when COVID began to affect schools.
He compared it to, “having the pieces of a boat in the water in the middle of the ocean and
putting it together so you could float and survive.” However, he optimistically explained, “It
enabled us to show how resilient we were in the case of overcoming these extreme circumstances
and it showed the passion and commitment of educators.”
Participant 2 compared the anticipation of COVID to, “like the flu where they’ll close us
for a couple of days or a week.” He elaborated by saying, “then we saw it was going to be a long
stretch and had to figure out some kind of plan.” He explained that after everyone went home,
“That sounds wonderful, but when you’re trying to run a school that is going online, it was
tough.”
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Participant 3 explained his social-emotional role in alternative learning environments as,
“basically, I’m just a listener.” He described the social-emotional role in schools as a change that
principals had to facilitate during the pandemic. He said, “I feel like my role has changed to
more instead of a rule-maker and enforcer to now it’s more about communication.” Participant 3
further explained his belief that the social-emotional element in education is a permanent fixture
because of the pandemic, “[Social-emotional wellness] is the first piece that you look at every
time there is a training or program. “How is this going to affect the teachers, students, or
families?”
Participant 5 remembered that faculty social-emotional wellness was a challenge. He
stated, “I remember trying to keep faculty morale up was a big challenge.” He said the 20202021 school year, “created a lot of tension for teachers.” He explained he was “able to read
between the lines and prepare the school pretty fast.” He further stated that he “learned a lot
about myself when that changed, and we basically went to a remote learning situation in a few
days.”
Participant 8 had faculty social-emotional challenges as well. She described Zoom
meetings with her faculty as “depressing.” She gave the example of her assistant principal that
liked to travel. She said, “My assistant principal liked to travel, so when she was shut up, it really
got to her.” She explained that the faculty morale began to affect her. She stated, “I couldn’t do
anything but think about my teachers. They’re struggling, you could see it on their faces.” She
further explained, “I didn’t know how to do any of it. I thought I sucked as a principal.”
Participant 9 captured the sentiment participants highlighted consistently. He
remembered his principal's meeting when they recognized that COVID would close the
buildings. He said, “Our central office staff believed it was going to be a week or two then back
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to school. That next week I felt like things were about to change. I began telling students to take
their things home with them.” The difficulty of the new environment forced him to feel that he
needed to “support the teachers.” He said that he “shifted more to like a counselor. You have to
be strong no matter what and always have something positive to say because you have to lead
them.” He said his new thinking was, “We’re going to do it together. I may not have the answer
right now, but we’ll figure it out together.”
Digital Teaching and Learning
School building closures in the spring semester of 2020 forced schools to continue
education through digital platforms or consumable packets. Principals had to adapt their
responsibilities to COVID-19 circumstances with the technological resources available to them
and their community. However, the mitigation efforts of closing school buildings to students and
transitioning to digital learning was prioritized and expedited to continue educating students as
well as possible. Eight participants referenced how they adapted to the COVID-19 environment
in digital teaching and/or learning as part of their responsibilities.
Participant 1 described the difficulty of teaching parents how to use technology. He said,
“communicating with a parent on how Google classroom works, or Schoology, or Canvas, they
didn’t understand it.”
Participant 2 stated that the opportunity to provide one-to-one technology access for
students and resources for teachers was something that he didn’t expect:
I don’t think if things had stayed the course, we would have trained our teachers as well
as we did to use Chromebooks and Google classroom because now that’s regular
practice. If a kid is absent, the teacher says, “check Google classroom.” That’s just
normal practice now.
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Participant 3 recognized the efforts of his teachers and acknowledged how much of a
struggle it would have been for himself:
At that time, teachers were spending all hours of the day trying to learn how to use
Canvas. Just learning what a computer was and how to turn it on so that was a worldwide
obstacle, I think. But again, teachers figured it out. I think about my crazy self, and I’ve
never even used a smartboard. Throw in a laptop and camera and say go teach 150 kids.
That was a really tough job. I think they should have been awarded two or three times
their salary, but we won’t go there.
Participant 6 explained the difficulties of maintaining student accountability during the
alternate learning environments. He said, “As soon as the governor made that statement that we
could not return to school and that there could be no penalty to grades, we lost a ton of students.
They would stop attending online meetings, emailing, answering phone calls. They checked out.”
He explained that his work during that time was driven by addressing changing accountability
measures in a circumstance to ensure learning continued.
Participant 7 adapted her methods to integrate more technology into her classrooms.
Technology and internet access had been an obstacle for her community, but as funding was
increased to accommodate digital learning, she recognized that she needed to prepare everyone
for the new methods of learning. She stated, “We provided our families with Chromebooks, but
the areas they live in did not provide internet because we are a very rural school.” She also
explained that teachers had to adapt as well, “A lot of our teachers had never used Google
classroom. We shifted from looking at student work to teaching teachers how to teach online.”
Many principals were given minimal time to prepare for the adaptation to digital teaching
and learning. Participant 9 remembered the principals meeting when the district administrators
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told them, “You have one day to prepare your teachers for online instruction. Get your stuff and
go.” The lack of preparation and training in digital teaching and learning for teachers led to a
discrepancy between teacher and student efficacy with technology.
Communication
Fullan (2020) explained that communication during change implementation is
“paramount” (p. 46). He also described the importance of communication through explaining to
all stakeholders the main pieces of the organization and how they relate to each other. Parents
and teachers had difficulty adjusting to the expectations of the COVID-19 environment.
Principals had to find ways to adapt traditional modes of schooling effectively, connect how
learning would continue in the pandemic, and communicate it to the school community. Six
participants explained how the principal’s responsibility of communication had to adapt to the
COVID-19 circumstances.
Participant 7 highlighted the difficulty of contacting students due to a lack of internet
connectivity in the rural school community. She stated, “We still had a list of students that
anytime something was going on, we had to call the family personally because there was no
other way to connect with them.”
It was especially important to be clear with parents about expectations regarding the
digital learning environment. Participants 1 and 2 both described the difficulty of teaching
parents how to use technology. Participant 1 said, “Communicating with a parent on how Google
classroom works, or Schoology, or Canvas, they just didn’t understand it.” Participant 2
described the initial concern that arose about communicating with families when schools were
closing. He remembered thinking, “How are we going to communicate with our students? Our
Parents?”
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Whole Child
Researchers emphasized the effectiveness of empathetic and adaptive leadership in times
of crisis (Greenleaf, 1977; Heifetz et al., 2009). Principals frequently focused on studentcentered approaches and how they adapted to their educational responsibilities. Many students
relied on school breakfast and lunch to eat. Principals recognized the many needs of students and
adapted to the circumstances. Nine principals expressed how they attended to the whole-child
approach and adapted to the circumstances of the COVID-19 pandemic.
Participant 2 described the issue of attendance with the quarantine policies. He said,
“Early on, if you were sick and had a fever, you stayed at home and were tested. Attendance [at
that point] was horrible. Our attendance improved the second semester, because we started
pushing back a bit.” He also explained that students would not make up work when they were
absent from quarantine.
Participant 4 described a decrease in student motivation after the school buildings closed.
He stated, “The kids are at home and the idea of when we are out, it’s like a snow day. [We were
trying to] get the mindset change.” He further explained that his students, “don’t know how to be
students anymore.” He said, “We’re asking students to go back to normal and they don’t know
how to do that. Apathy is something we’re fighting like crazy right now.” He also noted the
difficulty in managing attendance, “Sadly, you show up on Google classroom or you turn in an
assignment, you’re counted there for the entire day. We changed our attendance structure to
where kids had 10 parent notes and we decreased it to six.” (He was referring to the practice of
parent notes serving as a documentation for an excused absence.)
Participant 5 made connections to the changes students demonstrated during and after the
alternative learning environment stating, “behavior was what you would expect. We had some
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challenges, but we had the ability to deal with it in person.” After students started coming back
for in-person learning, he said he, “dealt with more disciplinary situations.” He further explained,
“I saw more apathy and really, behavior I’ve never experienced before with a lot of students.
When I ask the students, ‘Do you understand why this is wrong?,’ and they really don’t know.”
Participant 6 also identified challenges in both discipline and attendance. He stated, “I
don’t typically do a lot of hands-on discipline in-person day to day, we’ve had a spike in
disciplinary referrals and school disruptions.” He explained that the 2021-22 school year
presented more disciplinary challenges than he had seen as principal:
“It just seems like there are some folks that rules and orderliness just isn’t something that
they think they need, they can do as they wish, and that’s been a challenge. The greatest
uptick we have seen is student-to-student altercations. We didn’t expect to have an
increase in physical altercations, but then you don’t have to go very far, local, or national
news, to see that kind of behavior has extended everywhere. We don’t seem to have a
great handle on that just yet. That’s something we’re working particularly on.”
Academic accountability was a problem that Participant 6 had to face as well. He stated,
“We’ve had disengaged students and high rates of course failures. The graduation rate and
course pass rate were most driving my work as principal.” Attendance related to the academic
challenges he faced. He explained, “We spent a lot of time reaching out to those students who
weren’t being successful, they weren’t engaging, and in some cases, they had moved out of the
state, and nobody had been notified.”
Participant 9 had attendance issues from students not logging into their meetings as well
as from mandatory quarantines. He claimed that many students would not log in to complete
work unless their parents were there:
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The younger middle school students would log in for the most part, but eighth graders,
unless their parents were home, were not logging in. We had multiple students that would
just log in and how do you prove they were not logged in? How do you count them
absent because they could log in at any point?”
Student participation, or lack thereof, was not the only attendance challenge he faced. He
explained, “In the first part of the [fall 2021] semester we were contact tracing but all of our kids
were here so we would have massive exits of students.”
Participants also expressed concern for the inability to check on students as frequently as
they could when school buildings were open. Participant 5 explained how his teachers were
trying to maintain contact, “We were doing constant home visits and I was having teachers to
make contact with students every day, so we know where they are.”
Chapter Summary
This chapter examined the middle and high school experience prior to and during the
COVID-19 pandemic through interviews with nine principals from middle and high schools in
East Tennessee. Each responded to 15 open-ended questions based on an essential question with
seven sub-questions. The interview data were transcribed and analyzed to find emergent themes
that captured the roles and responsibilities of the principal during the COVID-19 pandemic and
compare it to the roles and responsibilities prior to the pandemic. The data was also analyzed to
identify temporary or permanent changes to the principal role and responsibilities because of the
circumstances created by the pandemic environment.
The analysis of data was based on the theoretical frameworks of adaptive leadership
(Heifetz et al., 2009) and change theory (Fullan, 2020). The results revealed five key themes that
were consistent during the interviews both prior to and during the pandemic: (a) instructional
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leadership, (b) school culture and climate, (c) school management, (d) community partnerships,
and (e) relationships. The following four emergent themes were specific to adaptive changes
identified while leading during the pandemic: (a) social and emotional awareness, (b) digital
teaching and learning, (c) communication, and (d) whole child. Chapter 5 presents the conclusion
of the study.
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Chapter 5. Conclusions
Introduction
This qualitative study examined middle and high school principal roles prior to and
during the COVID-19 pandemic to gain a better understanding of how leadership responsibilities
adapted and changed. Change theory (Fullan, 2020) and adaptive leadership (Heifetz et al., 2009)
served as the theoretical frameworks to answer the essential question of the study.
The essential question investigated middle and high school principal experiences prior to
and during the COVID-19 pandemic. The essential question was supported by seven subquestions and 15 open-ended interview questions.
Discussion
The essential question of the research investigated the role of the middle and high school
principal prior to March 2020 through the spring semester of 2022. Emergent themes were either
specific to the role and responsibilities that remained consistent prior to and during COVID-19 or
adaptive changes to the role or responsibilities of the principal during COVID-19. The emergent
themes that remained consistent to principals’ role and responsibilities prior to and during
COVID-19 were: (a) instructional leadership, (b) school culture and climate, (c) school
management, (d) community partnerships, and (e) relationships. The following emergent themes
were specific to adaptive changes that principals identified during the pandemic: (a) social and
emotional awareness, (b) digital teaching and learning, (c) communication, and (d) whole child.
Principal Roles and Responsibilities that Remained Consistent
Instructional Leadership
Participants described instructional leadership as one of their primary responsibilities
prior to and during March 2020. Prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, the role of the principal
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within the school was primarily focused on facilitating instruction and managing the holistic
operations of the school. Heifetz et al. (2009) explained that adaptive leadership begins with the
diagnostic work of separating technical and adaptive elements. Participant 2 remembered what it
was like prior to the pandemic. He explained that the factors he had to consider prior to the
pandemic were focused primarily on facilitating traditional instructional methods and
accountability. Although principals have many responsibilities, instructional leadership was
often referenced as one of the principals’ primary responsibilities. Kouzes and Posner (2012)
similarly explained the importance of adapting capacity-building for teachers to adapt to
organizational changes. Findings from the study affirmed Lunenburg’s (2010) premise that the
principal’s primary responsibility is the promotion of learning and success of all students.
Marzano et al. (2005) also explained that the principal manages maintaining an intricate system
of balancing responsibility and accountability with empathetic flexibility and compassion.
Rodriguez et al. (2021) explained that in comparison to those designed for teachers,
professional development programs for principals were not sufficient to prepare them for the
supports needed. Instructional leadership has been a constant in principal responsibilities, and
remains to be; however, the type of instructional leadership has shifted toward a virtual or
technology-based approach. He explained that there are global competencies such as critical
thinking and creativity that facilitate effective means of organizational change. In order to meet
the instructional needs of their students during the pandemic, principals had to think critically
and be creative.
In order for schools to be able to utilize digital learning opportunities during the
pandemic or to create learning packets they were also in the process of trying to acquire the
technology to do so. Many participants felt that the technological element of education is a
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permanent fixture that instructional leadership will have to consider. Instructional leadership
remains the primary responsibility of the principal, but principals need sufficient flexibility to
meet the many needs of their students and teachers, especially in circumstances without specific
guidance.
School Culture and Climate
School culture and climate awareness was a component of the principal role prior to the
pandemic. Participant 8 described the actions she took to try to maintain a healthy school climate
by having teachers to give their interpretation of the status of the school prior to the pandemic
factored into school operations. Fullan (2020) stated that the moral purpose of the school is the
primary element of effective school leadership. Principals and teachers working on school
culture and climate together for a common purpose was effective in establishing a healthy school
culture and climate. Sergiovanni (2006) explained that school culture influences what is thought,
said, and done in a school.
Teachers and other school personnel had to adjust to alternative learning without training.
The stories principals described identified the difficulties associated with balancing the many
needs of students, teachers, parents, and others in the school community as the school changed
the way it served students and families. Principals were now responsible for ensuring teachers, as
well as families, were supported and adequately equipped to continue teaching students and
providing learning opportunities while school buildings were closed. Nehez and Blossing (2020)
explained the importance of building school cultures by establishing structures and effective
time-management. The principals had to understand the community and the respective
partnerships as part of their educational leadership responsibilities prior to and during both prior
to and during the COVID-19 pandemic (Kladifko, 2013).
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Consistent with the statements centered around school culture and climate as a central
theme, Thornton (2020) explained that many school leaders had not been trained in a manner that
provided flexibility to transition instructional methods circumstantial to the COVID-19
pandemic. Some participants described the uncertainty or inconsistent guidance in the initial
phases of the pandemic. Participant 1 used a unique metaphor to describe the uncertainty, “It was
like having the pieces of a boat in the water while you’re floating in the middle of the ocean,
trying to put it together so you could survive.” He said that it did provide some autonomy to do
what he felt was best for the school and students if it fit within the basic guidelines they were
provided by the district or state.
Some participants felt that political division and capriciousness from school boards
prevented decisiveness that hindered students. Participant 5 further explained that the
inconsistency of the school board negatively affected teacher morale as well, placing principals
in the middle while trying to find a way to support teachers, students, and families with no way
to predict what the school board was going to decide at various points. This reinforces Fullan’s
(2020) approach to the importance of relationships. School and district leadership need to
recognize the importance of maintaining a positive school culture and climate, even during trying
times such as a global pandemic.
School Management
Prior to the pandemic the middle and high school principal was a manager of school
operations. Fullan (2016) stated that principals must be able to handle ambiguity while
displaying strong leadership qualities. Participants stated that they were responsible for the
oversight of personnel and facility management. For example, Participant 5 explained his
prioritization of improving the school building prior to the COVID-19 pandemic. The central
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focus on the needs of students correlates with Fullan’s (2014) assessment of the continuously
expanding role of principals – focusing on the needs of students, not only instructionally, but
also health, safety, and other factors. Managing the faculty and staff within the school was also
determined to be a significant part of the principal’s responsibility. Participants 2 and 3
emphasized their academic management of personnel prior to the pandemic. Prior to the
pandemic principals were concerned with prioritizing elements of safety and academic progress,
but in different ways after the onset of the pandemic.
The ways that schools were managed during the pandemic factored into the
responsibilities of the principal in a variety of ways including how students are held accountable
and school personnel shortages. Some participants said that personnel shortages complicated
their management of the school. Participant 6 explained that even though they had extra funds to
hire interventionists, nobody had applied. Similarly, Participant 7 mentioned the lack of
substitute teachers. These concerns were not as pervasive prior to the pandemic. Butler (2021)
explained that the responsibilities of the principal continued to expand during COVID-19,
similarly to Fullan’s (2014) assessment.
Walker et al. (2020) explained that teachers were already experiencing heightened stress
and overwhelming expectations, and the educational environment of the pandemic only
exacerbated that difficulty for both teachers and principals. The alternative learning environment
made many participants aware that students were going to avoid accountability if there were not
sufficient incentives or fear of negative repercussions. Participants described circumstances
where students searched for loopholes in ways schools tried to maintain accountability such as
teacher or student participation in meetings or completing assignments during the alternative
learning environments. Participant 3 stated that they had been coping with students avoiding
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accountability and academic entitlement as recently as the 2021-2022 school year because of the
leniency they were given during virtual learning. Participant 6 highlighted that he has students
that are using mental health challenges to avoid school.
Bagwell (2020) suggested that schools should partner with community health agencies to
aid in the mental health needs of the community needs. It is possible that as the COVID-19
pandemic has not ended, we could be in what Fullan (2020) refers to as the implementation dip
(p. 49) when performance and confidence drop as everyone adapts to the new skills and
expectations of the occurring changes. Accountability standards for students will have to be
adjusted to meet the new challenges that have become used as leverage to avoid transitioning
back into a standard level of responsibility. Although the literature examined for this research
explained that principals have many responsibilities and vaguely continually expansive roles, the
testimony of the participants regarding improving personnel management was not consistent
with the literature that focused primarily on instructional needs, teacher development, and
communication responsibilities (Butler, 2021; Frontier & Mielke, 2016; Marzano, 2014).
Community Partnerships
Principals were the liaisons between the schools and community prior to the COVID-19
and continued to be during the pandemic. Heifetz et al. (2009) explained that to understand
yourself better as a system, you must examine three circles of your loyalties: colleagues,
ancestors, and community. Fullan (2020) further explained that leadership in changing
educational environments relies on inclusivity between schools and communities. Participant 1
explained that one of his primary responsibilities when he began as principal at his school was to
focus on public relations as the face for the school. He continued to identify obstacles to his
school that made community collaboration more important to the benefit of the school
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community. The intentionality of principals working with the community continued during the
COVID-19 pandemic. Bagwell (2020) similarly emphasized that the partnership between
communities and the schools have benefitted students both socially and academically.
The COVID-19 pandemic caused principals to rely on community assistance in some
circumstances such as food distribution to students during school closures; Participant 5
mentioned the assistance of community members that volunteered their time to help with meal
distribution. Participants became significantly more involved in community-based
responsibilities during the pandemic. The responsibility of principals to serve as a centerpiece in
school-community relations remains a determining factor in school efficiency and function.
Henderson et al. (2007) explained that family partnerships are important for helping students
reach high levels of social and academic achievement. As principals navigate crises and standard
circumstances in the future, the community influence on schools and vice versa will continue to
be an area that requires someone with diplomatic skills.
Relationships
Fullan (2020) stated, “If moral purpose is job one, relationships are job two.” He
explained that relationships make the difference in successful organizations and that
relationships have a strong emotional component that has an improvement factor. Participants
expressed the importance of relationships as part of their responsibilities both prior to and during
the COVID-19 pandemic. Participant 2 described his attempts to establish relationships with
teachers to make them more receptive to changes or initiatives. Participant 8 expressed her intent
to be present with students to identify their needs in the classroom.
Prior to the pandemic relationships were prioritized with the school community including
students, teachers, and the community; however, means of maintaining the relationships were
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relative. For example, Participant 7 explained the importance of those relationships to establish
cohesion which is consistent with Fullan’s (2020) change model. After the schools transitioned
to alternative learning environments, Participant 1 described how he made thousands of phone
calls to parents, students, and teachers to check on their well-being. The relationship between the
principal and the school community had obstacles to overcome due to the reduced time of inperson interaction and, at times, the absence of technology or internet access. These interviews
were consistent with other principals that prioritized the basic needs of students over academia
(Kaul et al., 2020).
Schools transitioned from learning centers to community pillars of stability during the
COVID-19 pandemic. Schools rapidly took the responsibility of supplying internet access,
wellness checks, and meals to their students. Participant 3 and others noted the sizable number of
provisions that his school distributed which helped establish positive relationships with families
as a result. Heifetz et al. (2009) said that learning is often painful, but adaptive capacity merges
and eventually generates new norms of opportunity. This was an opportunity for principals to
become more directly involved in the needs of students but led to a new awareness of some
students’ realities. Participant 9 described some of the difficult situations he encountered during
food distribution, but it made him more aware of his students’ needs.
Participants stated that they tried to consider the needs of teachers and students before
they did anything else during the pandemic. Heifetz et al. (2009) further defined the adaptive
leadership theory as “the practice of mobilizing people to tackle tough challenges and thrive”
(p.14). Teachers adapted, mobilized, and thrived for their students. Principals provided the
emotional and technical support that was necessary to continue educating students. Relationships
with the community stakeholders were also mentioned by participants as influencing their role as
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principal. Students’ academic needs or interventions were consistent and adapted to the
pandemic-induced environment. Participant 2 explained that prior to the pandemic, data was
strongly emphasized to determine the needs of students. An example was that displaced students
from a school that was being closed were absorbed into the student population of his school and
potentially needed academic intervention. Participant 6 also referenced the use of data to help
determine which students needed the most immediate help because of the pandemic
environment.
Ensuring that students had access to meals had been a component of principal
responsibilities prior to the pandemic, but the emphasis became more necessary as principals
recognized that some of their students relied on those meals and would not have access to them
without adapting to the schools new learning environments. Participant 4 illuminated the
necessity to ensure students had access to these meals, “The only time some of these kids get to
eat is when they come to school.”
Relationships is a connective theme that applies to the other themes either explicitly or
implicitly. Principals were responsible for maintaining healthy relationships with the various
members of the school community to function in a healthy and successful educational
environment. After the pandemic forced schools into alternative learning environments, the
responsibility of establishing or maintaining relationships adapted to the circumstances of the
environment. Heifetz et al. (2009) explained that those who hold authority must work with those
that entrust them to that authority. The trait of leaders working with followers continued during
the COVID-19 pandemic, but the emphasis on how and why relationships were developed were
radically adaptive to the circumstances of the pandemic – thus making relationships a transitional
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theme that encompasses both consistency prior to and during the pandemic and an adaptive
change as well.
Adaptive Changes to the Principal’s Roles and Responsibilities
Social-Emotional Awareness
Social-emotional learning was a central adaptation in the principal role during the
alternative learning environments of COVID-19. This became more apparent to participants as
they navigated the alternative learning environments after March 2020. Participant 9 described
the responsibility of the principal during that time as emotional support. Glanz (2021) said that
caring for students, parents, teachers, and the community is an axiomatic moral imperative.
Social-emotional awareness and empathy for their teachers and students became a centerpiece to
principal role during the pandemic. Participant interviews affirmed the research of Walker et al.
(2020), stating that many teachers were unprepared to transition to virtual learning, leading to
more stress and frustration. Heider (2021) noted the commonality of isolation and burnout of
students and teachers as a result of isolation during the pandemic.
Participant 3 explained that his role has changed because of the pandemic because of the
intentional focus on the school community before any initiatives were implemented. Teachers’
mental health was tested during the pandemic in many ways. Principals are now able to ensure
they feel supported and their well-being is protected. Participant 5 explained that he is now more
intentional about protecting his teachers from unnecessary mistreatment or negative attitudes
from hostile parents because of what he knows the teachers endured during the pandemic.
Participants prioritized their students’ well-being before their academic expectations.
Participant 9 explained that academics was not a concern of his compared to the basic needs of
his students. Many participants alluded to the fact that there had not been such an emphasis on
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meal provisions than during the pandemic-induced building closures. When participants were
asked about their roles or responsibilities prior to March 2020, none of them alluded specifically
to the responsibility of providing students with food. Participant 2 illustrated the transition of his
role with food provision with his experience of riding the bus from house to house. All
participants explained that student and faculty well-being came first, and principals
overwhelmingly prioritized the wellness of the people under their charge before proceeding to
academic work (Kaul et al., 2020; Superville, 2021).
Heifetz et al. (2009) explained that adaptive leaders recognize their roles and implement
them in a timely manner appropriate to the circumstance. The self-perception of the participants
prior to the pandemic was most often referred to as instructional leaders or school managers.
However, when participants were asked about their responsibilities during the pandemic,
academics and facility management was rarely mentioned. All participants explained the
adaptations they made to ensure students were well and learning as well as they were able.
Fullan (2020) explained that leaders have to facilitate a moral purpose in an effective
organization. Principals ensuring the well-being of people that follow displays a moral purpose,
especially during a global pandemic.
Digital Teaching and Learning
Technology and internet access became a central obstacle for many schools and districts
when school buildings began to close in March 2020. School building closures did not mean
school was finished. Teachers were still expected to continue instruction at the best of their
ability and students were expected to reciprocate through learning. Participants overwhelmingly
explained the adaptations necessary to facilitate the pandemic learning environment, and how the
implementation of digital teaching and learning was central to that transition. Technology has
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been integrated into the school environment for decades, and Sheninger (2019) described the
inevitability of technology integration in education prior to the COVID-19 pandemic. Reich
(2021) explained that the lack of access as well as the ambiguous facilitation of the alternative
learning environment was a hindering factor in technological integration.
Participants admitted that the obstacles of embracing digital learning to operate the
school were at times overwhelming. Prior to the pandemic, especially middle schools, were not
as technologically capable as their high school counterparts. Participant 3 explained that high
schools in his district were prioritized for technology before COVID-19 which made the
transition easier. Participant 5 is a middle school principal who explained that nobody in his
building was trained, equipped, or prepared to transition to a digital environment. Most of the
participants were compelled to provide whatever support or resources they could to students but
were often limited. Sheninger (2019) explained that digital leadership is a change in professional
behavior that seamlessly integrates technology. Unfortunately, middle grades were unequipped
to make a seamless integration of technology in March 2020. The participants that described
virtual learning as a responsibility during the pandemic did not feel prepared to transition
adequately.
Participant responses affirmed that digital learning options varied from school to school
and district to district depending on several factors such as their access to technology and the
community’s ability to utilize internet connectivity. Participant 5 described the challenges of
connecting with students due to technology and connectivity limitations. He explained that many
students and families did not have internet, so they had to provide learning packets and
encourage learning to their capacity. Heifetz et al. (2009) illustrated the challenge of diagnosing
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and addressing adaptive challenges as giving followers the capacity to adapt without a persistent
dependence on authority.
Many participants described technology or virtual options as a new reality of education,
although there was some division on what that means. Sheninger (2019) purported that
technology is essential to 21st century pedagogy and in preparing students for challenges they
will encounter in their future. Some participants in this study acknowledged the virtual option for
schools will be a positive change. For example, Participant 1 says that his district lost students
because of no longer offering a virtual option. Participant 6 agreed that virtual learning is here to
stay, but he affirmed it is not as valuable as in-person experiences.
Technology will be part of the instructional and communicative aspects of schools in the
foreseeable future. Principals and school district administration must recognize the educational
and societal environment in the context of technological adaptation. Heifetz et al. (2009) argued
that successful organizations are reflective and continuous learners. The interviews with
participants affirmed the research by Nelson and Sharp (2020) who claimed that students
adjusted better than teachers in understanding how to navigate the technology. The progress
made in technological efficacy and recognition of access needs as a result of the pandemic
should direct future educational leadership decisions to prepare students for 21st century norms
and to establish an advantageous opportunity for communities through technology and internet
access.
Communication
Gorton and Alston (2012) highlighted communication as a central element of the
principal role, but there were often gaps in communication when the pandemic began regardless
of internet connectivity or technology access. Principals had to adapt their methods of
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communication because of isolation from families and students and the discrepancy lack of
access some families had to internet or technology necessary to maintain two-way
communication. Kaufman and Diliberti (2021) affirmed the difficulty of communicating with
families in this untraditional circumstance because of the difference in communication access
between schools and families. Martinez and Broemmel (2021) described the importance of
frequent communication and transparency in adapting to the circumstances of the pandemic.
Communicating with teachers and parents was often difficult for principals. Participant 1
mentioned making thousands of phone calls in the spring of 2020. Principals expressed being
compelled to communicate with their teachers about their well-being and providing them with
support. Communication with families was often hindered by the lack of technology or internet
access that was necessary while keeping safe distances during the pandemic. As stated by Davis
et al. (2020), participants also described the struggle parents and caregivers experienced serving
as proxy educators because of technological inefficacy and stress. Indirect or unintentional
communication became a factor in community or outside perception of educational priorities.
Participant 9 remembered when athletics were brought back to in-person before academics and
suggested that it sent a poor message of school system priorities to the community. Tinubu Ali
and Herrera (2020) explained the communication and access to resources barrier for at-risk
populations as well. Families depended on clear and frequent communication from school
leadership about the new expectations.
The COVID-19 pandemic highlighted the importance of communication between school
leadership and stakeholders. It brought to attention the inequities of some families that could
access information for a common understanding of expectations, even in novel environments.
Heifetz et al. (2009) described the importance of communication by articulating organizational
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purpose. The purpose of educational organizations and how leaders accomplished that purpose
did not change, but adapted, and that adaptation could not be fully implemented without two-way
communication between stakeholders and school leadership in an isolated environment.
Whole Child
According to Souers and Hall (2016), relationships and whole-child education are not
mutually exclusive. As the COVID-19 pandemic altered the function of schools beginning in
March 2020, principals were responsible for ensuring students and faculty were safe and their
well-being was taken into consideration first. Within a few months of the declaration of COVID19 pandemic and through the summer of 2021, empathetic leadership took precedence over
achievement-based priorities (Huck & Zhang, 2021). Wagner (2020) explained that students
suffered mental health declines because of the pandemic-induced isolation, and participants
echoed the concern. Whole child education consists of social, emotional, cognitive, and
academic development as well as their physical and mental health (Learning Policy Institute,
n.d.). Participants described circumstances where they, teachers, and other adults of the school
community accepted the responsibility of checking on their students by driving to homes,
making calls, or conducting social media research. Heifetz et al. (2009) stated that adaptive
leadership is about creating change where people under your supervision have the capacity to
make decisions. Teachers were not always instructed to check on their students. Participant 8 and
others gave examples of teachers voluntarily checking on the welfare of their students. School
closures complicated students’ access to food during this time; however, the USDA (2021)
continued to provide meals free of charge.
The Tennessee Commission on Education Recovery and Innovation examined the effects
of COVID-19 and reported their findings to the General Assembly. They examined learning loss,
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well-being, post-secondary and career preparedness, and technology gaps. In their preliminary
report, they recommended that to minimize learning loss, remediation interventions must be
associated with specific measures of success – all of which became evident through participant
interviews. The APA (2020b) provided guidance to schools and recommended that teachers be
proactive in establishing processes to determine the well-being of students during school
closures. Participant 7 noted that there was a correlation between poor communication and the
negative effects on school climate. She explained that the lack of parent engagement and
involvement led to a diminished school climate in comparison to what it could have been with
better collaboration between the school and community. Principal attention to whole child
adapted to the COVID-19 circumstances through focusing mostly on the well-being of students
and their access to continued learning.
Implications for Practice
The Tennessee Commission on Education Recovery and Innovation recommended to the
General Assembly that future education-specific legislation address student accelerated or
remediated needs, literacy and numeracy mastery, schools’ ability to address student well-being,
and others. This research affirms some of the recommendations from the commission. Based on
the research findings, the researcher recommends several areas of improvement specific to
middle and high school responsibilities for local education agencies and educational leadership
programs to implement in future practice:
1. Provide professional learning opportunities with an emphasis on adaptive leadership
methods to equip principals with the skills and knowledge to address unexpected
alterations to their instructional leadership responsibilities.
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2. Provide ongoing professional learning and resources for principals in school culture
and climate evidence-based practices.
3. Support principals in developing accountability standards for students that will
promote connections to academic and social emotional learning for the whole child.
4. Provide resources and training to principals that facilitate improved relationships and
positive interactions between all members of the school community.
5. Prioritize social-emotional learning and resources for principals and faculty.
6. Equip schools and communities with adequate internet and technology access to
capitalize on digital learning opportunities for students and teachers with the
consideration of internet access within the community, outside the influence of the
school system.
7. Develop communication practices or methods that leverage digital leading and
learning tools to provide accessible two-way communication between schools and
families.
8. Emphasize whole-child education in principal training.
9. Establish partnerships and awareness within the school community of whole-child
education.
Recommendations for Future Research
This research was conducted while COVID-19 was still an ongoing threat to education.
The results of this study reflect the lived experiences of nine middle and high school principals in
Northeast Tennessee. Adaptations to the current educational environment could happen at any
time because of another outbreak. Adding to the findings from this study, the researcher
recommends as technology continues to evolve, quantitative and qualitative research studies
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should investigate how middle and high school teachers use technology in their classrooms after
the COVID-19 pandemic. Specifically, researchers could investigate middle and high school
principal perceptions following the pandemic and assess readiness to lead school through digital
and blended mediums. Additionally, research should be conducted that examines internet and
technology access in rural communities as a result of increased funding and emphasis on internet
access.
The researcher also recommends that future mixed methods studies investigate the socialemotional status of faculty, staff, and students after the 2022-23 school year following teaching
and learning during a global pandemic. Longitudinal research should be conducted to assess the
academic and social-emotional progress of middle and high school students after the COVID-19
pandemic.
Finally, building upon emergent research findings from studies conducted during the
global pandemic, the researcher recommends that school districts and aspiring principal
preparation programs conduct research studies to investigate principals' preparedness for crises
management and leadership.
Chapter Summary
This phenomenological study examined the roles of middle and high school principals
prior to and during the COVID-19 pandemic to gain a better understanding about how leadership
adapted or changed. Analysis of the data revealed five key themes that were consistent during the
interviews both prior to and during the pandemic: (a) instructional leadership, (b) school culture
and climate, (c) school management, (d) community partnerships, and (e) relationships. The
following four emergent themes specific to adaptive changes to the responsibilities of the
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principal were identified while leading during the pandemic: (a) social emotional awareness, (b)
digital teaching and learning, (c) communication, and (d) whole child.
Fullan (2020) described change as a factor that recognizes that society is becoming more
complex because of societal complications and technological advances. He believed that leaders
are required to be more sophisticated to respond accordingly. Fullan wrote his book prior to the
COVID-19 pandemic; however, the principal idea of navigating change was directly applicable
to the environment of necessary change that was forced upon principals in March 2020. The
principals’ responsibilities changed in a manner that was responsive to the environment, even if
temporary. Instructional leadership, school management, school culture and climate, community
partnerships, and relationships were all consistent responsibilities of the principal prior to and
during the pandemic.
Heifetz et al. (2009) explained that organizational adaptation occurs through
experimentation. The COVID-19 pandemic forced schools to experiment with the resources and
means available to them. Some schools had more technology and internet compatibility between
it and its community which made the transition simpler, but not easier. Principals supported their
teachers, students, and communities as they adapted to the changing environment together.
Social emotional awareness, digital teaching and learning, communication, and whole child were
adaptations to the principals’ responsibilities. Heifetz et al. (2009) explained that these adaptive
experiments must be based on “will plus skill” (p. 37), meaning adaptations to the pandemic
environment may not have been clear, but it required leadership that was informed on what was
likely to work. The findings of this study provided an opportunity to capture middle and high
school principal perceptions to strengthen educational practices as they experienced leadership
through a global pandemic.
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APPENDICES
Appendix A: Open-Ended Interview Questions
What is your age? How many years have you been an administrator? Current education level?
1. Describe your training or preparation to be a principal.
2. Describe your role or responsibilities as principal prior to and up to March 2020.
3. What factors influenced your role or responsibilities as principal prior to and up to March
2020?
4. Describe opportunities during your role as the principal prior to and up to March 2020.
5. Describe obstacles you encountered as the principal prior to and up to March 2020.
6. Describe your role or responsibilities as principal beginning in March 2020, during
alternative learning environments.
7. Describe opportunities you experienced as the principal following the Governor’s
Executive order in March of 2020.
8. Describe obstacles you encountered when schools transitioned to alternative learning
environments after the Executive Order.
9. What factors influenced your role or responsibilities as principal during alternative
learning environments?
10. What factors influenced your role and responsibilities from the fall of 2020 through the
spring semester of 2021.
11. Describe circumstances that altered your role or responsibilities during the 2021-2022
school year.
12. Describe functions or changes in principal leadership that may or may not continue
beyond the pandemic.
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Appendix B: COVID-19 Timeline with Tennessee and U.S./International Response
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